ia OR LW i X 
TR tai ee 


OPERATION ASTEROIDS 
" 





OPERATION 
ASTEROIDS 


acott and Alan Tracy and Tin-Tin Pave 
bdaitad aff in the spaceship from the 
tropecal island Gare of Thuoderdirds, 
heading for the space station where 
Ale it to relieve johe for a spall af 
duty. 

Back at bese, an urgent call comer 
threugh from cha srar'ld (mini g Or patnis 
ron—1 mine-warking on the Moon 
haicollansed and wiluaSle robot miles 
an equipment tre buried. Can Interna 
tieral Aeaeun hale? 

Every plea for he'p is a call to action 
“oy lacurnational Kaicua, be, willl during, 
nesnuity and courage, che entire team 
lunge once mare ints the barcle 
aginst destruction and tyranny in 
Chrill-picked adventure that will rivet 
your attention to the very last line. 


New that you've road and anjoved tha 
first advancura in our Thunderbirds 
Rawird Book seriar, we would like te 
bring you news af the second chrilling 
title, 

The story encicled Laut World concerns 
the search for che remains of a ‘ong-lov 
civilisation it New Guinea, The scien tiet 
inland of Jeff Tracy, whe ls in charge of 
the archeological expedicion, disappears 
mysteriously. Incernational Reseue, 
coming ewitly te investigate, uncover 
many other unaccountable happenings 
in the area and are soon immerted ia an 
amazing experience among the survis 
vores af an ancient race. 

Make a date with adventure—read chis 
exciting story for yourself! 


Meet INTERMATIONAL RESCUE, the fantastle 24st cencury organs 
isation. 

Tha leader Is millionaire jeff Tracy, ex Americar astronaut, one of 
the first ren on the moon, Alded by bis five handsome sons, the 
organivation perforins world-wide rescue operations when all cone 
wentiond! method hive filed, Whatever the hazard, the teum are 
ready ‘with thai Worder machinel—dramatically famed THUN= 
DEABIRDS—the creation of a young genius named Brains. The 
beautiful Tin-Tin, daughter of txithful manservant Kyrano, ls the 
electronics expert. 

Lendon agents for the organisation are the glamoroud and ariite- 
cratic Lady Perslopa and her offebeat Sutler-cumechauPeur, Parker, 
Characteristic of the lady @ her exotic pink Rolls Reyea, Fab 1, 
whee elegant lines conveal many deadly weapons, 

This thea 4 INTERNATIONAL RESCUE—an exciting combination 
of poravtalities and machines. Hake a date with adventure—GO 
with THUNDERBIRDS | 





THUNDERBIRDS 
Operation Asteroids 

by 

JOHN W. JENNISON 
Published by 


WORLD DISTRIBUTORS (MANCHESTER) LIMITED 
LONDON—MANCHESTER ENGLAND 


© Copyright MCMLXVI 

by A. P. Films (Merchandising) Limited 
All rights reserved throughout the world 
Published by 


WORLD DISTRIBUTORS (MANCHESTER) LIMITED 12-14 Lever 
Street, Manchester 1. 


by arrangement with A. P. Films (Merchandising) Limited Printed in 
Hungary 


CHAPTER ONE 


Lunar S.O.S. 


A HUNDRED-KNOT gale screeched and howled across the tiny tropical 
island, and the palms bent and whirled their feathery fronds like weird 
mopheaded creatures writhing in agony under the lash of a giant whip. 


Huge waves raced in from the gloom of the storm-wracked Pacific to 
explode in fury against the cliffs which sheltered the secret base of the 
organisation known to the world of the twenty-first century as International 
Rescue. 


Jeff Tracy, founder and commander of the organisation, stood at the wide 
window of the luxurious lounge of the white concrete and glass house 
nestling against the cliff wall. His rugged, tanned face crinkled in a 
challenging grin as he watched. 


"Blow your durnedest!” he growled. "This place has been built to withstand 
the worst you can conjure up, old man of the sea!” 


“Just the kind of weather that could bring a call for our services, Mr. Tracy,” 
said a quiet, musical voice at his elbow. 


Jeff turned and smiled fondly at the lovely ravenhaired Eurasian girl - the 
daughter of Kyrano, his servant - who stood there in a blue silk kimono, a 
tray bearing biscuits and steaming coffee in her manicured hands. 


“Guess you’re right, Tin-Tin,” he said, taking the cup. “A ship sinking 
suddenly, a plane struck by lightning and forced down. We never know 
when we’ll be needed. He broke off as an urgent bleeping sounded across 
the room. He looked up at the row of life-size oil portraits which hung there 
- portraits of his five sons and of Lady Penelope, his special agent in 
England. 


The eyes of John Tracy’s portrait were flashing rapidly in time with the 
bleeps. 


Putting the coffee cup back on the tray, Jeff crossed the room in rapid 
strides to touch a button on his desk. A glass ashtray rose on one hinged 
edge and from the cavity beneath appeared a microphone. 


“Space station from base,” he said crisply. “Come in, John!” 


The picture slid away to reveal a television screen. Staring out from it was 
fair-haired John Tracy in his lilac-trimmed blue uniform with the clasped 
hand insignia of International Rescue on the shoulder band. 


“Emergency call, son?” Jeff demanded. 


John smiled. “Guess not, father - unless you figure the fact that I’m five 
minutes overdue for relief is an emergency. Where’s my kid brother, Alan - 
still in bed?” 


Jeff chuckled. “The last time I checked he was knocking spots off Scott at 
table tennis. I’ll get them to blast off right away, son. But I’m warming you 
it’s blowing half a hurricane down here right now.” “After a month up here, 
I'll welcome a hurricane, Dad. Haven’t even had an emergency call for 
thirty-six hours.” 


“Okay, John! I’ll get Grandma to pop one of her special apple pies in the 
infra-red oven. Should be done to a T by the time you touch down.” 


Jeff signed off and switched on the intercom to the games room. He grinned 
when excited shouts sounded over the speaker. 


“Alan! Scott!” he bawled into the microphone. “Action stations!” 


A moment or so later his eldest and youngest sons, Scott and Alan, charged 
into the room, good-humouredly jostling each other in their eagerness to be 
first. Behind them their brothers, Virgil and Gordon, followed at a more 
sedate pace. 


“What is it, Dad?” Scott asked eagerly. 


“Guy in space wants rescuing,” Jeff drawled with a straight face. “Name of 
John Tracy. Says he’s sorry to drag you two fellers out of bed, but his 


relief’s five minutes overdue.” 


“Oh, he does, huh?” Alan snorted indignantly. “He would quibble about a 
little thing like that when I’d got big brother all set for the licking of his 
life.” 


“The blazes you had!” Scott exploded. “Why, you positively yelled with 
relief when Dad said ‘action stations’ ” “Now, boys - break it up!” Jeff 
intervened with a chuckle. “Get cracking! Sooner you’re away the sooner 
you’ ll be back - and we might get a call meantime.” 


“Okay, father!” 


Alan picked up a ready-packed holdall and sat down on the couch in the 
centre of the room. Scott joined him. 


“Excuse me, Mr. Tracy!” Tin-Tin said eagerly. Jeff smiled at her. “Well, 
honey?” 


“Can I go with them - please? I need all the experience I can get at handling 
the electronic equipment.” 


“Guess you do, Tin-Tin. Okay!” 


Tin-Tin sat down on the couch between Scott and Alan, and Jeff moved to 
his desk controls. "All set, boys?” 


“Sure, Dad!” Alan said. "Be seeing you!” 


With a muffled whine of hidden motors, the carpeted section of the floor on 
which the couch stood sank slowly out of sight, taking Tin-Tin and the two 
brothers with it. 


In a shaft below the house, hydraulic legs lowered the couch gently on to 
twin rails, along which it glided smoothly and swiftly into a tunnel leading 
to the vast underground bunker that housed the two-hundred-foot space ship 
known as Thunderbird Three. 


Behind it another identical couch rose into the lounge, so that, to a stranger, 
apart from the disappearance of Tin-Tin and Scott and Alan, the room 
would have appeared to be the same. Such elaborate precautions were 
necessary, for there were unscrupulous enemies of International Rescue 
who would have given much to learn its secrets. 


Down in the bunker the first couch came to rest under the tail of the rocket 
ship. A hatch opened above it and another hydraulic hoist arm raised the 
couch until it emerged through the floor of a circular, windowless rest-bay 
halfway up the hull of the spaceship. 


“Okay,” Alan said, getting to his feet. “Launch positions! Strap up!” 


While Alan crossed the bay and opened the sliding door of a glass-walled 
elevator, Scott and Tin-Tin settled into the special launch seats and strapped 
themselves in. 


Scott listened to the low whine of the elevator taking his young brother up 
to the control cabin in the nose. There was a queasy feeling in the pit of his 
stomach. 


“Anything wrong, Scott?” asked Tin-Tin anxiously. “You - you look kind of 
tense.” 


Scott laughed shortly. “Guess I feel it, honey. Funny thing - there’s not 
much difference between blasting off in this space ship and blasting off in 
my own craft, Thunderbird One, but - well I always get the jitters in here.” 


“Tt is understandable, Scott,” she smiled. “In Thunderbird One you are in 
control. Here, you are just a passenger who has to sit and wait - with time to 
think.” 


“Guess that’s it,” Scott grinned. “I never did make a good back-seat driver 
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“Retracting injection arm!” cut in Alan’s toneless voice from the intercom 
speaker. 


Scott heard the whine of motors as the hydraulic arm which had raised the 
couch into the rest bay was withdrawn. Once it was clear, the blast duct 
would automatically move into position. 


“Stand by for blast off!” ordered Alan. “Sixty seconds... fifty-nine ... fifty- 
eight...” 


Scott instinctively braced himself and found he was clenching his teeth. 


He knew that if he did this space take-off a thousand times his reactions 
would be the same. 


He’d never met an astronaut yet who was so blasé that he did not feel a 
little twinge of apprehension before blasting off. 


In the lounge, Jeff and Virgil and Gordon stood at the window looking out 
over the storm-swept island. Through the gloom and the hurtling sand and 
spray, the strange circular building known as the Roundhouse, standing on 
its massive concrete pillars, was dimly visible. 


“Mister Tracy! Where is Tin-Tin?” 


Jeff turned as the quiet voice sounded behind him. Kyrano, his devoted 
servant for many years, was standing there, his kindly, brown face creased 
in a quizzical smile, his arms folded in the wide sleeves of his yellow and 
blue Oriental silk robe. 


Jeff had not heard his soft-footed approach, even though the insulated walls 
of the house muted the sound of the raging storm. 


“Tin-Tin?” he repeated. “Why, she’s just about to blast off in Thunderbird 
Three. John’s due to be relieved and she said she’d like to go along.” 


A strange expression came over Kyrano’s face. “What’s wrong?” Jeff asked 
anxiously. 


“Tt is just that I have - what you call the premonition...” “That something’s 
going to happen - that there’s danger? If you’d be happier if I stopped them 


—” Jeff checked. The deep thunder of rocket jets had sounded above the 
howl of the storm. 


“Tt is too late, Mr. Tracy, even if I had wished you to stop Tin-Tin from 
going,” Kyrano said quietly. “But if there is danger she must face it. It is her 
duty as a member of International Rescue. I would not wish it otherwise.” 


“T appreciate that, Kyrano,” Jeff said gruffly. “But don’t worry. I guess this 
premonition of yours will prove wrong. Nothing much can happen on a 
simple routine trip to the space station.” 


Kyrano made no reply. Impassively he watched as the nose of the giant 
rocket ship rose into view through the centre of the Roundhouse. Then the 
flaming columns of the rocket jets pierced the gloom beneath the 
superstructure of the building. 


Slowly the space ship climbed until it appeared to be standing on a three- 
pronged tail of flame and smoke. 


Faster it rose ... faster ... faster ... With a whooshing roar that seemed to 
shake the foundations of the wind-buffeted house, Thunderbird Three 
hurtled up through the black clouds and vanished. 


From the intercom speaker, a few moments later, came Alan’s voice. 
“Blast off O. K! Now in Orbit Five!” 


“FAB,” Jeff said, and turned to Kyrano with a smile. “Well, they took off all 
right —” 


He checked. An urgent bleeping was coming from John’s portrait again and 
the eyes were flashing. 


“Anything wrong, son?” Jeff asked anxiously as John’s image appeared on 
the video screen. 


“Emergency call from the Lunar Mining Corporation, Dad. A duranium 
mine shaft has collapsed. A technical supervisor and robot miners are 


buried. They can’t reach them with their rescue equipment. The Controller 
says can we help?” 


Jeff didn’t hesitate. 


“Contact Alan in Thunderbird Three. Tell him to proceed to appropriate 
Lunar base at maximum velocity. Scott will make a preliminary survey. If 
we’ ve got equipment that can help, I’ll make arrangements to have it ferried 
out.” 


“FAB, Dad!” 
As John signed off, Jeff tured to Kyrano with a wry smile. 


“Seems like your hunch or premonition or whatever it was came up, 
Kyrano. This isn’t going to be a simple routine trip for Thunderbird Three.” 


“No, Mr. Tracy. But —” 
“But what? You still think there may be danger?” 
With a weary gesture, Kyrano passed a hand across his lined brow. 


“1 do not know, Mr. Tracy. I cannot be sure, but — there is something the 
nature of which I cannot understand yet.” 


Jeff said nothing, but his jaw tightened grimly. 


Kyrano was an Asiatic and believed in mystic powers. There had been other 
times when Kyrano had felt premonitions which later had seemed to be in 
the nature of warnings. 


But whatever lay ahead out there in space for the crew of Thunderbird 
Three, it had to be faced. There could be no turning back. There had been 
an emergency call and Intemational Rescue were now honour bound to 
answer it, whatever the risks. 


CHAPTER TWO 


Destination Moon 


SCOTT TRACY stepped from the elevator into the small equipment- 
packed control cabin of the orbiting space ship and eased his lithe, powerful 
frame into the vacant gimbal-slung seat beside Alan. 


His brother was speaking into his microphone. “FAB, John! Changing 
course as directed. Sorry your relief’s postponed. See you some time.” 


Scott pressed a button on the arm of his seat and a revolving panel in the 
wall of the cabin brought his uniform into view. 


‘ Changing course for where?” he asked as he reached for it. 


“The Moon,” Alan replied laconically, scanning his instrument panel with a 
critical eye. 


Just like that, huh? Life’s full of little surprises.” 


Emergency call from L. M. C. They’ve got trouble and need your know- 
how, big brother. Give me a maximum velocity course.” 


“Okay.” Scott punched buttons on the plotting board and coloured lights 
flashed on the spacegraph screen. “Guess a little moonshine will make a 
change.” 


Alan smiled. “Earth-shine, you mean. We’re heading for Mare Imbrium 
base and it’s in the middle of the two-week lunar night right now.” Over the 
intercom he told Tin-Tin about the emergency call. “Keep strapped up, 
honey! I’m switching to iondrive. Acceleration, seven g.” 


“FAB, Alan!” Excitement edged Tin-Tin’s voice. “This is fabulous. I’ve 
always dreamed of going to the Moon.” 


“Way back in Grandma’s time it was part of the stuff dreams were made 
of,” he laughed. “But I’m warning you it’s no place for a picnic. Stand by!” 
For some moments the ship coasted, unpowered, in orbit about the 
greenish-blue sphere of the earth. 


Far off over the rim of the planet the tiny silver shape of the International 
Rescue space station swung into view against the star-jewelled blackness. 
Then it was whirling away on an orbit almost at right angles to the ship’s. 


Alan was watching the space graph, his hand on a lever. A red light flashed 
on the control panel. “Stand by,” he said flatly. “Zero minus five seconds... 
four... three ... two ... one ... Ignition!” 


Slowly he pulled the lever towards him. The red light changed to green. 
Deep in the hull of the long, slender ship a low rumbling sounded and 
rapidly crescendoed to a high-pitched whine. 


There was no violent initial thrust, but Scott felt the pressure building up on 
him, forcing him back against the padded seat. Breathing became an effort. 


The whining seemed to fill his ears now, boring relentlessly into his brain. 
But he knew it was an illusion, that he was actually sensing dark, subsonic 
vibrations transmitted through the hull, vibrations inaudible to the human 
ear which never failed to send a spasm of apprehension through him. 


Just when he felt he must yell to relieve the tension a black cloud seemed to 
descend on his mind. And then suddenly it was clear again and the tension 
was going out of his body. 


“Calculated velocity!” Alan said. 


The auto-control switched off the ion drive and Thunderbird Three flung 
itself in a vast arc through space towards the shining yellow-white disc of 
the Moon. 


Forty minutes later that disc was a huge hemisphere almost filling the 
observation window, its other half faintly illuminated by earthlight. 


“Zero velocity!” said Alan. 


Scott knew they had reached that hypothetical neutral point some two 
hundred and fifteen thousand miles from the Earth, where its gravitational 
force and that of the Moon were equal. 


From now on they were within the pull of the satellite and, unless checked 
by the retro-rockets, the ship would hurtle towards it to crash-land at a 
velocity of two miles a second, just as the early Moon probes had done. 


“Altitude twenty-four thousand miles. Firing retros,” Alan said, and Scott 
heard the roar of the liquid fuel rockets swinging Thunderbird Three into 
orbit about the satellite. 


The brilliant disc of the Earth came into view, its oceans and continents still 
plainly visible. It looked four times as big as the full Moon did on Earth, 
and incredibly brighter. 


From beyond the Moon appeared the flaming corona of the incandescent 
sun and the shutters on that side of the control cabin closed automatically, 
protecting the brothers from its searing glare. 


Firing short bursts on the rockets, Alan brought the ship down in a 
spiralling orbit. 


Vast craters, even vaster seas of dark lava, soaring mountain ranges and 
isolated peaks, great clefts, miles long, stood out in harsh relief, etched in 
sharply contrasted light and shadow by sunlight or earthlight. 


Moon bases whirled below them. Here a gigantic plastic dome; there a 
cluster of sausage-like structures radiating like grotesque starfish arms from 
a central control tower. All were force-screened against the showers of 
minute meteors which incessantly bombarded, with lethal velocity, the 
airless surface of the lifeless world on which Man had at last staked his 
claim. 


The parabolic mirror of a solar generator, five hundred feet across, flashed 
with blinding intensity; the end of a telescope protruded like a huge cannon 


mouth from an observatory built into a mountain ridge. 


Another blast of the rockets and they were cruising twenty miles above the 
dark hemisphere. Beamless flashing beacons framed a big landing field 
flooded with earthlight. 


Alan spoke into the microphone. “Moon base Imbrium from International 
Rescue. Clear to land?” 


“International Rescue from Imbrium. Come in!” 


Alan brought the nose of the space ship up in a U turn, and then it settled 
down on its three columns of flame and smoke until it came to rest on the 
launch area a hundred yards from a massive space freighter which pointed 
its nose cone at the stars. 


As the roar of the rockets cut off there was complete silence, and Scott 
knew there would not be the whisper of an echo out there on the bleak 
surface of the Moon, where there was no air to carry sound waves. 


“Do you need a gantry, International Rescue?”’ a voice asked over the radio. 


“Please!” Alan said. Only at the island base was the secret couch injector 
system used for entering and leaving the space ship. “But I must make one 
important request.” 


“Go ahead!” 


“T want your assurance that no one will be allowed to photograph or closely 
inspect my craft with scanners or any other instruments.” 


“You have that assurance, International Rescue. I will post guards. 
Controller Sanders of the Lunar Mining Corporation has placed a 
lunamobile at your disposal.” 


“Thanks!” Alan smiled at Scott. “It’s all yours, big brother.” 


Scott unstrapped himself and stood up. “Aren’t you coming along, Alan?” 


“Nope. I’ll stick here and maintain contact with base. Take Tin-Tin. She’s 
dying for a closer look at the Moon.” 


“Okay! bb) 


Tin-Tin, her lovely face alight with excitement, came up on the elevator. 
They put on their space suits and entered the air-lock. As the outer hatch 
opened, a mobile gantry on huge balloon tyres glided silently over the 
launch area towards the ship. 


Tin-Tin looked up at the great Earth-moon riding against the star-studded 
blackness. 


“What a glorious sight!” she gasped. “It’s bright enough to read by.” 


“Around sixty times as bright as the full moon on old Terra,” Scott said. “If 
we had a moon like that back there, the poets and songsters would have a 
mighty fine time writing about it. Guess they’d run out of adjectives.” 


The gantry was manoeuvred into position and they entered the hoist cage. 


“Don’t forget you’ll weigh only a sixth of what you did back on Earth,” 
Scott warned Tin-Tin as they descended. “Reckon this is one place where 
you do literally have to watch your step.” 


As they left the cage a weird-looking vehicle resembling a blunt cigar on 
massive balloon wheels hurtled noiselessly across the launch area, escorted 
by four space-suited security guards on solo hover machines. 


When the lunamobile stopped, a space-suited figure alighted with a 
curiously graceful leap made possible by the low gravity, and approached 
Scott and Tin-Tin, holding out a gauntleted hand. 


“I’m Hansen, personal assistant to Controller Sanders,” he said. His voice 
sounded deep and pleasant in Scott’s earphones. “Glad to know you, 
International Rescue.” 


Scott shook hands. “My name’s Tracy. This is Miss Kyrano, our electronics 
engineer.” 


Hansen glanced at her through his plastic visor with sudden interest. “A 
girl, huh? Guess most folk look alike in these darn space suits. Your first 
moon trip, Miss Kyrano?” 


“Yes. It’s awfully thrilling.” 


He laughed shortly. “That’s what we all think first time out. It soon wears 
off.” Turning, he led the way back to the lunamobile. “The shaft subsidence 
is in Archimedes crater - twenty miles north. Hop in!” 


They took their seats beside him in the vehicle and he triggered the motor. 
In that soundless world there was no roar of jets. The vehicle moved off 
smoothly on the huge tyres, so smoothly that Scott was scarcely conscious 
of movement. The powerful vapour headlights illuminated rocks far ahead, 
but again, because of the lack of atmosphere, there were no visible beams. 
The effect was uncanny. 


“Tough on Steinberg - the guy who’s buried,” Hansen said as they hurtled 
over the level surface of the debris-strewn lava sea. “It was the end of his 
three-month duty spell. He was due to leave on that space freighter back 
there. It lifts off in twelve hours. Sure hope you can get him out.” 


“We don’t have many failures,” Scott said with a hint of pride in his voice 
“What’s the trouble here?” 


“The subsidence is two-hundred feet down. Not a great distance, but the 
rock fall was granite. If it had been pumice we’d have been through to him 
by now.” 


“You’re a mining outfit. Haven’t you got borers?” 


“Sure. But time’s against us. We haven’t got drill heads tough enough to get 
through that granite fast enough. We calculate Steinberg’s got just about 
five hours air supply left. You see, this isn’t like an earth mine. No chance 
of an air pocket down there. When the air in his space suit generator gives 
out - that’s curtains.” 


Scott made no reply. It was difficult to commit himself without first 
surveying the position, but it seemed that the Mole was the only hope. 


The boring machine’s screw was made of a secret alloy, far harder than 
diamonds, invented by Brains, the brilliant young scientist whose genius 
was responsible for creating the fabulous equipment which had made 
International Rescue famous. 


But could the Mole be ferried out from Earth in time to save the trapped 
man? 


On hurtled the lunamobile. A dust bowl proved no impediment to the huge 
tyres, and when the vehicle hit rough rocky terrain a touch of a button 
projected caterpillar tracks below the tyres. Deep chasms or rills presented 
no obstacles, for hover jets sent the vehicle leaping across them. 


And at last the jagged Earth-lit ramparts of the crater of Archimedes reared 
before them. High up on the slope, arc lamps marked the location of the 
mine workings. 


mK OOK OK 


On the tropical island base of International Rescue the storm had ceased as 
suddenly as it had begun, and the sun was blazing from a cloudless sky. 


Virgil and Gordon were down in the patio, clearing away the debris of the 
wind-torn palms. Jeff, watching them from the lounge window, turned 
eagerly as John’s voice sounded over the intercom. 


“Base from space station. Alan wants to speak to you, Dad.” 
“Okay, put him through, son.” 


Alan’s portrait slid away and his image, seated at the controls of 
Thunderbird Three, appeared on the video screen. 


“Scott’s on location, father,” he reported. “He figures there’s an outside 
chance of saving that guy if you can get the Mole to us in three hours.” 


“Three hours?” Jeff’s rugged face tightened grimly. “That’s a tall order, son. 
It isn’t as if we had a space freighter in the organisation. But I’1l contact 
L.M.C. headquarters and see what they can do. Stand by!” 


The Transport Controller of the mining corporation told Jeff they had a 
ready-fuelled space freighter at their Australian launch base at 
Woolamoroo. 


“How soon can it reach the Moon?” he asked. 


“One hour. It’s our latest robot-controlled ion-drive ship. How soon can you 
get your machine to Woolamoroo?” 


Jeff stabbed buttons on the gazetteer computer on his desk and a light 
gleamed on a map of the southern hemisphere. It was almost eight thousand 
miles from the red light that marked the secret location of the island. 


“We can reach Woolamoroo approximately ninety minutes after launching,” 
he reported to the transport controller. “That leaves a similar margin to get 
that guy out. It might just be enough. Okay, mister - tell ’em to stand by at 
Woolamoroo. We’re on our way.” 


Jeff went off the air and pressed a buzzer button. Virgil and Gordon came 
racing up the steps from the patio. 


“Virgil - launch Thunderbird Two!” Jeff snapped. “Take the Mole to the 
L.M.C. base at Woolamoroo. A space freighter’s standing by to blast you 
off to the Moon. Scott will brief you when you get there. 


“FAB, father!” 


Without question, Virgil hurried across the room to the tall painting of a 
space rocket which was fixed to the wall. 


“Er - excuse me, Mr. Tracy!” 


Jeff swung to look at the pale youth with a shock of dark hair who had 
entered the lounge in grease-smothered white overalls and was blinking at 
him through huge horn-rimmed glasses. 


“Well, Brains?” he demanded. “Any suggestions?” 


“Yes, Mr. Tracy. Maybe I’d better - er - accompany Virgil. If any 
adjustment should be needed to the Mole when it arrives to adapt it to lunar 
conditions.” “Sure. Get cracking, Brains! Even a minute’s delay might 
make the difference between life and death to that guy trapped up there. 
Gordon, you go along and take charge of Thunderbird Two while Virgil and 
Brains are ‘Mooning’. We don’t want to leave it unguarded at Woolamoroo 
for snoopers to try to filch its secrets.” 


“Okay, father!” 


Gordon and Brains hurried out to the passenger elevator which would take 
them down into the great heavy rescue craft waiting in its cliff hangar. 


Jeff turned back to Virgil, who was waiting with his back to the picture of 
the rocket. 


|!” 


“On your way, son - and good luck 
“Be seeing you,” Virgil grinned. 


The picture rotated vertically, bringing his feet up, and then he swung out of 
sight and the reverse of the panel, bearing an identical picture, sealed the 
opening in the wall so that to the casual observer the room appeared just as 
it was before. 


Behind the panel Virgil hurtled on his back headfirst down a chute. At the 
bottom of the initial slope he was checked, a section of the chute broke and 
swung like a locomotive turntable, and then he hurtled on, feet first. 


Seconds later he shot through the roof of the vast hangar hollowed out of 
the cliff below the house and into the open hatch above the cabin of 
Thunderbird Two. 


It was standing on its hydraulic stilts above the conveyor belt which carried 
the six pods containing the underwater craft Thunderbird Four and various 
other ingenious pieces of rescue equipment which Brains had invented. 


As Virgil landed in the pilot’s seat which terminated the chute, he touched a 
switch. The conveyor belt moved to the right and the huge craft settled 
down on its stilts over one of the pods, like a broody hen on an egg it was 
about to hatch. With a succession of clunking sounds the pod was locked 
into position in the fuselage and became an integral part of the rocket plane. 


Virgil heard Brains and Gordon arrive on the passenger elevator and take 
their seats behind him. 


“FAB,” he said tersely. “Stand by for launching!” 


The massive door of the hangar slid down and sunlight flooded in. Slowly 
the great aircraft rolled forward on the wheels of the pod. 


Standing at the lounge window with Grandma and Kyrano, Jeff Tracy 
watched Thunderbird Two emerge from the hangar on to the palm-flanked 
runway leading towards the glistening ocean. The palms angled outwards 
automatically to allow the sixty-foot wings to pass. 


Presently it stopped and the section of the runway on which it stood tilted 
skywards to form a launch ramp. Behind its tail a blast pad rose. The 
powerful motors whined and then, with a roar of exploding gases, flame 
and smoke gushed from the rocket vents and Thunderbird Two streaked up 
the ramp. 


With a sigh Jeff turned away to his desk. Grandma eyed him shrewdly. 
“You’re worried, Jeff - all tied up,” she said accusingly. 


“Sure, I’m always tied up when the boys take off any place. I was always 
tied up when I took off myself, ’specially on that first trip to the Moon. I 
guess it’s something you just can’t grow out of.” Virgil’s voice came 
through on the intercom. “Altitude two-thousand five hundred feet. Setting 
course for destination at maximum speed of five thousand miles an hour.” 


“FAB,” Jeff said into the microphone. “Check when you land at 
Woolamoroo. Give my regards to Scott and the others up there.” 


Jeff switched off to find Grandma looking at him over her spectacles. 


“Know something, Jeff?” 
“What?” 


“You’ve got most of your organisation tied up in this operation to try to 
save one guy a quarter of a million miles away. If anything goes wrong —” 


“Sure, I know, it might be curtains for International Rescue. But that’s a risk 
we always have to take. It’s what we exist for, Grandma - to take risks for 
others. Let’s hope we don’t get another call before they get back —” 


Jeff broke off, looking sharply at Kyrano. “What’s wrong?” he asked 
anxiously. 


The blood had drained away from beneath the skin of his servant’s dark 
brown face, leaving it a ghastly colour. He put a hand to his head. 


“T have a strange feeling, Mr. Tracy. I fear that something is going to 
happen - something that will bring great danger to all of us, perhaps.” 
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Twelve thousand miles away, in the south-east of the mighty, mysterious 
continent of Asia, an ancient temple stood in a clearing in the heart of a 
remote jungle seldom trodden by human feet. 


Through the massive grotesquely-carved stone portals of the temple, 
walked a powerful figure in a white priest’s robe. Dark evil eyes were set 
deep beneath black beetling brows which alone relieved the smooth 
baldness of his cruel face and the dome of his skull. 


He was the arch-criminal known as The Hood. The temple was his, and his 
god was his own evil ambition, his creed was hatred of all that was good in 
the world, and of International Rescue in particular. 


“Tt is time I communicated with my half-brother Kyrano again,” he 
muttered. “Too often have Jefferson Tracy and his accursed brood of sons 
frustrated my efforts to wrest their secrets from them. Perhaps this time I 
shall not fail.” 


CHAPTER THREE 


The Power of The Hood 


SLOWLY and deliberately, The Hood walked across the ornate marble floor 
of the temple chamber towards a vast proscenium screened by a glittering 
bead curtain. 


Hideous idols leered at him. Flickering torches cast sinister shadows which 
seemed to retreat before him like loathsome creatures of darkness making 
obeisance to him, and deep in the hidden recesses of the temple mysterious, 
unearthly voices seemed to whisper greetings. 


He stopped before the proscenium and his thick cruel lips writhed in a 
vicious smile. 


“International Rescue! Bah! I hate you and all you stand for!” 


The venomous words echoed away into the shadows as if invisible beings 
were chorusing approval. 


It would be easy with the weapons at my command to destroy your 
machines when they are on their missions,” he went on in a harsh, guttural 
voice. “Many times have I had the opportunity. But destruction is not 
enough. I need their secrets. With them I should be all-powerful, able to 
impose my will on the world, to hold its rulers to ransom.” 


He raised his hands towards the curtains and, as if he had exerted some 
mysterious force, they parted with an eerie tinkling to reveal a semicircular 
dais on which stood a huge bronze statue cast in the crude image of Kyrano. 


Behind it, flames leapt to form a fiery backcloth. Before it, slowly revolved 
a step on which were masks with eyeless sockets, disguises worn by The 
Hood whenever he was on one of his evil missions. 


“If I could but discover the secret base of International Rescue, triumph 
would be mine,” he snarled. “But even you, Kyrano, my half brother, 


helpless as you are when I exert power over you, cannot tell me where it is. 
Yet there are other things you cannot keep from me, you weak fool!” He 
laughed harshly and the echoes chased through the shadows until a 
thousand demons seemed to be mocking the statue on the dais. 


When silence descended on the temple again, The Hood leered up at the 
image of Kyrano. 


“Tt is written in the ancient books that eventually I shall triumph. And when 
the secrets of International Rescue are mine, Jefferson Tracy and his brood 
Shall perish. You and your so lovely daughter, Tin-Tin, whom you worship, 
I may permit to survive - to be my slaves.” 


Again his savage laughter awoke the sinister echoes. 


And then, as they faded, an unholy stillness, crawling with menace, settled 
on the chamber. The flames behind the statue of Kyrano leaped high and 
died down again. 


The Hood slowly raised his arms. His deepset eyes lit up with an inward 
fire like malignant black jewels, flashing rays at the stolid face of the 
image. 


“Kyrano!” he called. “Do you hear me, Kyrano?” 
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In the lounge of the house on the secret island base, Jeff Tracy smiled 
affectionately at Kyrano. 


“You mustn’t pay too much attention to these premonitions or whatever 
they are, old friend. The worst seldom happens, you know.” 


“Perhaps you are right, Mr. Tracy,” Kyrano smiled. “I will get you and Mrs. 
Tracy some coffee.” 


Kyrano turned towards the door and then suddenly stopped, swaying and 
putting his hand to his head. Again Jeff saw that his face had gone deathly 
pale. 


“No!” Kyrano gasped. “No, I - I cannot —” 
“Kyrano!” Jeff exclaimed, quickly moving towards him. “What’s wrong?” 


But Kyrano didn’t hear him. A strange rustling and jangling as of weird 
remote instruments filled his ears, and through it a harsh, insistent voice 
seemed to sound in his brain. 


“You are powerless to resist me, Kyrano! You shall tell me what I wish to 
know.” 


“No! No, I shall not!” Kyrano almost screamed the words in the agony of 
his tortured mind. “You are evil —” 


“Yes, Kyrano. I worship evil. I am the enemy of good. Tell me, Kyrano, has 
International Rescue had a call today?” 


“No! No, I will not betray —” 


“Kyrano!” Jeff seized his servant and shook him. “Kyrano! Who are you 
talking to?” 


But Kyrano neither heard nor saw him, nor was he conscious of the 
powerful fingers which bit into his frail shoulders. He was conscious only 
of that voice like silent thunder in his brain. 


“KYRANO! SPEAK, YOU FOOL! YOU CANNOT RESIST ME!” 


And then a dark cloud came down on his mind and with a choking gasp he 
collapsed into Jeff’s arms. 


Jeff licked his dry lips and stared at the corpselike face of his servant. 


“Don’t stand there gawping, man!” Grandma said irritably. “Put him on the 
couch and doctor him. I’ll go make that coffee myself. I guess he’ll be 
needing it when he comes round.” 


And as Jeff, a sick feeling deep inside him, carried Kyrano to the couch and 
laid him gently on it, in the jungle temple The Hood was staring up eagerly 


at the face of Kyrano’s image from which came the agonised voice of 
Kyrano. 


“THERE WAS A CALL. THUNDERBIRD THREE IS ON THE MOON. 
THUNDERBIRD TWO HAS JUST TAKEN OFF FOR THE LUNAR 
FREIGHTER BASE AT WOOLA-MOROO WITH THE MOLE. IT IS TO 
BE TRANSPORTED TO THE MOON The voice trailed away and The 
Hood laughed cruelly. 


“You have done well, fool. Return to your miserable husk of a body - and 
forget that you have told me anything.” 


The evil gleam went from his eyes and he bent and took a dark-bearded 
mask from the revolving step of the dais. 


As he turned and went slowly from the temple the bead curtains tinkled 
eerily behind him to conceal the inert statue of Kyrano which he had used 
as the vehicle for his strange and terrible power. 


By the time Grandma returned with the coffee, Kyrano was sitting up and 
looking dazedly at Jeff. “Okay, old friend?” Jeff asked anxiously. 


“Did I have one of my strange attacks of dizziness, Mr. Tracy?” 


“That’s what it seemed like, Kyrano, but it was more than just a dizzy spell. 
You were crying out as though you were talking to someone.” 


“Sure,” put in Grandma. “Someone you sounded as though you hated - 
someone you said was evil.” Kyrano passed a hand over his face. “I do not 
remember, yet if you heard me it must be so.” “Drink this coffee!” Grandma 
said practically. “It’s hot and black... Maybe it’ll help you to remember.” 


Jeff frowned as he watched Kyrano sip the coffee. 


“He won’t remember, Grandma. He’s had attacks like this before, and he 
never does remember anything he says during them. Of course, they could 
be a kind of delirium. Folk say strange things when they’re delirious —” 


“Folk have got to be sick with fever or something before they’re delirious, 
Jeff, and you know it! Kyrano’s not sick - not that way, anyhow. Maybe I’m 
an old witch for thinking it, but it’s my hunch something had possession of 
his mind.” 


Jeff regarded her soberly. “You’re not an old witch for believing in things 
like that. Grandma. Modern research has proved there are strange psychic 
forces in the world, even if we don’t understand them. Tele-hypnosis is 
possible, I guess. Could be there’s someone who can work on Kyrano that 
way, influence his mind from a distance.” 


He began to pace the room as he always did when he was worried. 


“Brains tried an experiment on Kyrano after he had one of these strange 
attacks. He probed his brain with one of his gadgets and got a sort of mental 
picture of an Oriental temple - but nothing more.” 


“Who’d want to work on poor Kyrano like that, son?” 


“We’ve got plenty of enemies who’d go to any length to filch our secrets, 
Grandma. But there’s one guy in particular - the one who calls himself The 
Hood. It can’t be a coincidence that whenever Kyrano has one of these 
attacks The Hood seems to turn up at our scene of rescue operations and 
make trouble for us.” 


“Sure it can’t!” Grandma snorted. “So what in the name of my Aunt 
Jemima are you just standing there for, yabbing your head off?” 


“Huh?” Jeff stared at her. 
“Contact Virgil right away and warn him, you knuckle-head!” 


Jeff smiled and turned to his desk. “Sure, I was forgetting. It’s a good thing 
someone keeps her head around here, Grandma.” 


He got through to the space station and a moment later Virgil’s portrait 
bleeped and slid aside to reveal Virgil in the pilot’s seat of Thunderbird 
Two. “How are you going, son?” Jeff asked. 


“Right on schedule, Dad. Estimated time of arrival seventy nine point five 
minutes.” 


“FAB. Now listen, Virgil. When you touch down at Woolamoroo, keep your 
eyes skinned for trouble. Could be that guy The Hood has learned your 
destination.” 


Virgil’s good-looking face tightened visibly. “Okay, Dad! We’Il handle him 
if he shows up!” 


“Tt won’t be as easy as that, Virgil, and you know it. He’s a slippery 
customer and he’s escaped our net more than once. But whatever happens 
he mustn’t delay your take-off. If there’s trouble, let Gordon handle it. Get 
that?” 


“Sure.” 


Jeff switched off and sat for a moment looking worriedly at his desk, then 
he switched on again. “Space station from base!” 


John’s portrait slid away to reveal him. “Yes, father?” 


“Is Lady Penelope still in Australia, John?” “Sure - at least she was a few 
moments ago. There’s been some hold up at the airport. They haven’t got 
room for the Rolls in the cargo bay of the plane she booked. She’s standing 
by for another - and quite cross about it.” 


Jeff smiled. “I can bet. But it’s a lucky break for us, John. Contact her 
immediately and put her through.” 


“Okay! bb) 


Lady Penelope, sitting on the shady verandah of the Port Augustus airport 
lounge in white reefer jacket and slacks and wide-brimmed sun hat, patted a 
yawn with an exquisitely manicured hand. 


“This is all very trying, Parker,” she sighed. “I shall miss that London 
fashion show.” 


“Yes m’lady, but just think - it might be rainin’ in the metropolis or even 
foggy,” Parker lifted the teapot from the table. “More char, m’lady? Ain’t 
nothin’ like a nice cuppa to chase the blues away.” 


“Nice is the operative word, Parker. I regret to say that the Australians don’t 
seem to know how to make tea any more.” 


“Maybe you’re right, m’lady. I did ’ear that the American way of life ’ad 
overtook ’em, and them Yanks never could make tea —” 


Parker paused as a faint bleeping sound came from the tiny jewelled 
chronometer on Lady Penelope’s slim wrist. 


“Ah, it sounds as if someone is trying to contact us, Parker,” she said. “Let’s 
return to the Rolls.” They left the verandah and crossed to the shed where 
the huge pink and chromium Rolls Royce was standing. 


Parker pressed a hidden button and the door opened and the transparent 
gull-wing canopy lifted. A red light was flashing on the dashboard. 
“°Eadquarters!” Parker said. 


Lady Penelope slipped elegantly into the luxurious rear seat. “Please answer 
the call, Parker.” “Yes, m’ lady.” 


Parker got into the driving seat, and closed the gullwings so that whatever 
was said would not be overheard by anyone in the shed. Then he pressed a 
button and spoke into a microphone. 


“Base from FAB 1, Parker speaking. Come in, Mr. Tracy.” 

Jeff’s craggy face appeared in the small monitor screen on the dashboard. 
“Hi, Penny!” he said. “Sure glad I caught you before you left. Got a little 
security job for you.” “Jeff, you’re the answer to a maiden’s prayer. You’ve 


rescued me from the agony of boredom. What is it?” 


“Hood trouble, I’m afraid, honey.” 


Jeff told her what had happened. “Virgil, Gordon and Brains are due to 
touch down in Thunderbird Two at Woolamoroo in approximately seventy- 
five minutes from now. Could be trouble waiting for them. How soon can 
you get there?” 

“Consult the chart, Parker,” Lady Penelope drawled. 


He pressed a button on the dashboard and an illuminated chart plotted the 
distance between the airport and the space port at Woolamoroo. 


“Two ’undred and three miles as the crow flies, m’lady.” 

“Unfortunately we aren’t crows, Parker. What’s the motorway distance?” 
“Two ’undred and forty one, m’lady.” 

“Can we do that in seventy-five minutes?” “Barrin’ accidents, m’ lady.” 
Lady Penelope smiled at the image of Jeff on the dashboard. 

“The answer is in the affirmative, Jeff. We’re on our way as from now.” 
“Thanks, Penny,” Jeff smiled. “But watch your step. That guy knows you’re 
a member of our organisation and we know he stops at nothing to get what 


he wants.” 


“Parker and I are not fussy either if it comes to the point, Jeff. We’ ll keep in 
touch.” 


“BAB. Good luck!” 


Jeff vanished from the screen, and Parker started the powerful engine. With 
scarcely a whisper the six-wheeled car glided out of the shed and turned on 
to the wide highway. 


At the first cloverleaf, Parker swung the Rolls due north and slid into the 
fast lane. Drivers travelling at over a hundred miles an hour gulped in 
amazement as the great pink car screamed past them as if they were 
coasting. 


Lady Penelope relaxed with a sigh. 


“How refreshing to have one’s own air conditioning, Parker! I think I’ll take 
a little nap. Kindly awaken me if anything-er-untoward should occur.” 
“Like that ?Ood bloke tryin’ some of ’is capers, m’ lady?” 


“Naturally.” 
“Very well, m’lady.” 


Half an hour later, when the car was hurtling at two hundred miles an hour 
through a level stretch of red desert, with the blue hills of the Flinders 
Range looming ahead, a faint bleeping drew Parker’s eyes to the small 
television screen which served instead of driving mirrors. 


Nothing was visible on the long straight highway stretching like a white 
ribbon behind the car to the heat haze of the horizon. 


Parker scowled. “No one on the road, and it ain’t likely ’e’s in a blinkin’ 
submarine, so there’s only one place left,” he muttered. “Better helevate the 
Camera eye.” 


He touched a control. The view of the road behind swung down and was 
replaced by an expanse of cloudless blue sky. 


Against it appeared a black speck. As he watched, it rapidly grew bigger. 
He spoke into the microphone. “M’ lady!” 
Lady Penelope was instantly awake. “Yes, Parker?” 


“Sorry to ’ave to disturb you, m’lady, but there’s somethin’ trailin’ us - 
hovertakin’ fast. And I’m sure it ain’t no flyin’ fox.” 


She took small but powerful binoculars from a compartment beside her and 
focused them on the black object. 


“On the contrary, my dear Parker,” she murmured. “Flying fox may be a 
most apt description - unless jackal would be even more appropriate. I 


believe it’s the helijet that our friend The Hood sometimes uses when 
engaged in his nefarious enterprises.” 


“Ts wot, m’ lady?” 


“His dirty work at the cross roads, Parker. I think we’d better be prepared 
for - er - squalls.” “I suppose there’s a chance he ain’t reckernised us, 
m’ lady.” 


“Be your age, Parker. There is only one FAB 1 in the world - I hope!” 
“Shall I take hevasive action?” 


“Really, Parker! What do you suggest you should do - dive off the highway 
and burrow in the sand? Please carry on. We shall pretend we are not aware 
of his presence. Maybe the - ah - gentleman will just be content to get to 
Woolamoroo ahead of us. What is our estimated time of arrival?” 


“Fifteen thirty ’ours, m’lady - approximately ten minutes before 
Thunderbird Two.” 


“Then step on it a little, Parker. We must get there earlier so we’ll have 
more time to deal with Mister Hood if necessary.” 


“Yes, m’lady.” 


Parker accelerated, but still the helijet gained rapidly on them. Presently it 
was directly overhead at an altitude of a thousand feet, and now it kept pace 
with them, mile after mile. 


“Like a hawk hovering above its prey,” Lady Penelope thought aloud. 


“Cor, lumme! I wish you wouldn’t say things like that, m’ lady,” Parker said 
hoarsely. “I’m a nervous kinda bloke.” 


Ahead the desert fell away into wide barren valley across which the 
highway leapt on ferroconcrete legs. 


At almost two-hundred and fifty miles an hour the Rolls screamed on to the 
viaduct. 


And then the sinister black helijet swooped like a vulture and a dull red 
beam stabbed from its underside to strike the white highway fifty yards 
ahead of the speeding car. Thick concrete and steel melted like butter in the 
noon sun and a twenty-foot wide gap yawned in the road. 


What was left of Parker’s greying hair almost stood on end. Even the 
powerful air brakes could not stop the car in the distance at their speed. 


“Old tight, m’lady!” he gasped, and slammed the accelerator to maximum. 


The car quivered and seemed to leap forward as if it had taken wing. For a 
split second it literally hovered above the gap in the viaduct, and then it 
struck the highway beyond, rebounded a foot or so on its balloon tyres, 
settled on its buoyant springs, and hurtled on in the wake of the fast- 
vanishing helijet. 


“Good show, Parker!” drawled Lady Penelope. “If we are likely to have 
many more episodes like that, I really must consider having retractable 
wings fitted to the car.” 


“We was lucky we didn’t find ourselves being fitted with wings - and ’arps 
too, m’lady,” growled Parker, reducing speed again. 


“Too true, as the cobbers say out here,” She smiled. “Parker, I think you’d 
better radio the highway control and report that little - er - hole before 
someone falls down it. And then contact Mister Tracy and tell him his 
surmise about The Hood was correct.” 


“Very well, m’ lady.” 
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A hundred miles ahead, The Hood smiled with malicious satisfaction as he 
sighted the white control tower of the Woolamoroo freight spaceport 
gleaming in the distance. 


At two thousand feet he hovered above the launch area, studying it in his 
scanner screen. Two huge rocket freighters stood in the launch pits a 
hundred yards apart, noses pointed at the hot brassy sky. Around one a few 
diminutive figures in white were busy. 


“That must be the ship that has been placed at the disposal of International 
Rescue,” he muttered. 


A voice came over his radio. “Helijet from Woolamoroo control. Please 
identify yourself.” 


The Hood did not reply, but sent the powerful craft hurtling away. Several 
miles off he landed in a gully. The operation of a few controls retracted the 
*copter vanes and projected caterpillar tracks, and the helijet took on the 
appearance of a streamlined, jet-powered desert truck. The Hood drove it 
from the gully and sent it roaring back across country towards Woolamoroo. 


Reaching the branch highway that led to the space port, he drove along it to 
the entrance. In a blockhouse beside the electronically-sealed gate, a single 
white-uniformed guard sheltered from the blazing sun. 


The guard emerged, stretching himself lazily, and approached the vehicle, 
regarding it curiously. 


“Never seen a truck like this before, mister. And you’ve got no 
identification plates.” He glanced up at the dark-bearded face which looked 
down at him from the open window of the control cab. “You got business 
here?” 


The Hood’s eyes gleamed through the sockets of his mask. “Very important 
business, my friend.” 


“Okay, let’s see your papers.” 
“T need no papers.” 


As The Hood spoke, his eyes flashed. The man gasped and put up a hand as 
if trying to protect himself from the malignant rays emanating from those 


dark, deepset eyes. Then suddenly he went limp and pitched senseless to the 
roadway. 


“Poor weak fool!” The Hood sneered contemptuously. “None can withstand 
my power. It would have been easy to have blasted my way in, but to raise 
an alarm would ruin my plans.” 


Alighting, he lifted the unconscious guard in powerful arms and carried him 
into the blockhouse. Then he pressed the button that operated the gate 
mechanism. Returning to the truck, he drove it into the spaceport and down 
the long runway leading to the control tower. 


“Now to deal with the others,” he muttered. “And then the stage will be set 
for my triumph over International Rescue.” 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Hijacked 


PARKER slowed the speeding Rolls as the entrance to the spaceport came 
into sight. 


“The gate’s open, m’lady. Shall I drive straight in?” 


“Do, Parker. But we must keep our eyes - er -peeled, as you might say, for 
trouble. I have a feeling that gate really should be opened only to authorised 
persons.” 


“Ain’t we, m’ lady?” 


“Strictly speaking, yes. But surely they should ask first to see our 
credentials, instead of welcoming us with open gates. I smell a little rat, 
Parker.” 


Slowly Parker drove through the gateway and down the long runway 
towards the vast launchpad. The conical silver noses of the two gaunt space 
craft reared against the yellow-blue of the desert sky. A gantry was in 
position by the nearer one and about its base a few dwarfed figures in white 
overalls were busy. 


Lady Penelope frowned. 

“Everything seems normal, Parker.” 

“Yes, m’lady. But that ?Ood bloke must ’ave got ’ere long ago. I don’t like 
it.” 


“I’m not exactly in love with the possibilities, Parker. But no doubt if he’s 
watching he’s shocked to find we have survived his attempt to eliminate us. 
It may force him to adjust his plans, which perhaps will gain us a little 
breathing space. Every moment could be vital. How long is it before 
Thunderbird Two is due?” 


“Approximately fifteen minutes, m’lady.” 


“Good! We’ll have a word with the gentleman in charge of the launch 
preparations.” 


As the Rolls approached, a burly dark-bearded figure in white overalls left 
the shadow of the space freighter and came towards it. The insignia L.M.C. 
on a crescent moon were on his breast pocket and visored cap, and on his 
sleeve were blue chevrons. 


“This looks like the gaffer, m’lady.” Parker said, stopping the car and 
raising the canopy wings. 


Lady Penelope leaned out to smile sweetly at the man. 
“Ts this the freighter standing by for International Rescue?” 
“Tt is, my lady.” 


There was a mocking note in the harsh guttural voice that replied to her 
from the immobile bearded face. And it was a voice that was vaguely 
familiar to Lady Penelope. 


Her blue eyes narrowed and casually she picked up the handbag on the seat 
beside her. 


The Hood’s hand came out of the pocket of his overalls and pointed a small 
machine pistol at her. 


“Do not open your bag, my lady!” he ordered gratingly. “I know of your gas 
capsule lipsticks and your explosive cigarettes. Attempt such a stupid trick 
and you will die. That would be regrettable, because I think you can be of 
use to me.” 


“What a pity you didn’t think of that back on the desert highway, Mister 
Hood,” she drawled. “You almost ruined my beautiful car by carving up the 
viaduct.” 


“Tt was a hasty action. I am glad to have the chance to profit by its failure 
— Take your hand away from that button on your jacket, Lady Penelope!” 
he rasped suddenly. “I warned you to try no tricks.” 


“Sorry,” she smiled. “I’m so forgetful, Mister Hood. Would you be very 
annoyed if I sneezed? This dust is rather irritating. I can assure you I shall 
not breathe fire and brimstone on you.” “Silence!” he snarled. “I do not like 
to be mocked by inferior creatures. I see I must take care of you, my lady.” 


His eyes flashed and Lady Penelope gasped and fell back against the seat. A 
tiny dart tube she had slid from her sleeve dropped from her nerveless 
fingers. 


Parker swallowed hard as he looked at her. 
“Tf you’ve ’urt her with your devilry —” 


“Quiet, fool! She merely sleeps. She will remain in a hypnotic trance until I 
order her to awaken. Carry her to the space freighter.” 


“You can blinkin’ well go to —” 


“Don’t try to be a hero, my stupid friend, or you will also go to sleep - but 
for eternity. Do as I order.” 


Licking his lips, which had gone suddenly dry, Parker got out of the car and 
tenderly lifted the inert form of his mistress from the rear seat. 


There were a dozen gadgets which he might have used to turn the tables on 
The Hood, but he dared not take the risk. Although he was prepared to die 
for Lady Penelope if it came to the pinch, there was little sense in that if she 
were to die with him. He knew that the man covering him with the machine 
pistol was utterly ruthless. 


Carrying her in his arms as if she were no heavier than a child, Parker 
walked stolidly towards the space freighter. 


“Maybe those blokes’ Il help if I can tip ’em the wink,” he thought, looking 
at the ground crew busy about the freighter. 


But not one of the men even looked in his direction. 


The vast hatch of the cargo hold, in which the Mole was to be conveyed to 
the Moon, yawned before him. Lights were burning inside. 


“Take her inside,” The Hood ordered. 


Grimly Parker trudged up the loading ramp. “What about them blokes in the 
control tower,” he thought desperately. “Can’t they see what’s happening?” 


He halted just inside the hold. On the far side stood a strange-looking 
caterpillar-track vehicle which had a vague resemblance to the helijet he 
had seen over the desert. 


“You are right, fool,” The Hood said, as if he had read his mind. “It is my 
helijet.” The nose of the machine pistol nudged his ribs. “Put your mistress 
in one of the storage lockers.” 


Helplessly Parker obeyed. The locker was long enough to take Lady 
Penelope lying full length. Like a blooming coffin, he thought macabrely. 
Instinctively he made her as comfortable as possible, rolling up a plastic 
sheet which was in the locker to serve as a pillow for her golden head. 


“Very touching,” sneered The Hood. “The perfect English servant. I’m sure 
you will get your reward in Heaven, my subservient friend.” 


“You’ll get your reward right here on earth if I get my mitts on you,” Parker 
growled, swinging to face him with balled fists. “I’ll wring your dirty neck 
so far round you’|l see where you’re coming from, mister.” 

The Hood hastily took a step back, his gun lined on Parker’s chest. 


“A fool, but a dangerous one,” he snarled. “I must take care of you.” 


The malignant rays flashed from his eyes and Parker gasped and swayed, 
but did not fall. His body went rigid and he stood there staring with glassy, 
unseeing eyes at the bearded mask with its glaring eyes. 


“That is better,” The Hood sneered. “You are now my slave. You will do 
whatever I order you to do.” 


“Yes, master.” Parker’s voice was as expressionless as a robot’s. 
“Return to your car and drive it into one of the sheds.” 
“Yes, master.” 


Parker turned and walked out of the hold and down the ramp towards the 
Rolls. Mechanically he got behind the wheel, closed the canopy and drove 
the car towards the big store sheds which stood at the perimeter of the 
launch pad. 


The Hood watched it go with a speculative smile. 


“Tt is a pity I could not take the car along too. It has many secrets I would 
like to learn. But the Mole is more important. And if the Tracys saw the car 
in here it would arouse their suspicions.” 


He glanced at his chronometer. “Thunderbird Two will be touching down in 
eleven minutes. There is nothing to do now but wait.” 


With a sinister chuckle, The Hood turned and vanished into the shadows 
behind the dark shape of his own vehicle. 


mK OOK OK 


Virgil Tracy looked up from the breakers far below to the image of his 
father on the monitor screen above the control bank. 


“Base from Thunderbird Two,” he said. “Over Great Barrier Reef. 
Estimated time of arrival now ten minutes.” 


“FAB, son,” acknowledged Jeff. “I’ve checked with Woolamoroo. They’re 
standing by to receive you." 


Intense blue water, white beaches, a dark green sea of jungle, all flashed 
beneath the thundering plane, and gave way to a vast red-yellow expanse of 


desert, slashed here and there by the green of an irrigated strip, or an 
isolated sheep or cattle station, or the white buildings of a mining town. 
These were the only inroads that even twenty-first century civilisation had 
been able to make on the vast, harsh, scorched outback of the Australian 
continent. As the plane hurtled south by west, far off to the north hung the 
grey smoke pall of a bush fire, above which flitted heli-fire floats, looking 
like busy gnats from that distance. 


Virgil spoke into his microphone. “Woolamoroo from International Rescue. 
Can you read me?” 


“Loud and clear,” replied a nasal voice. “Come in!” 


“T am speaking from Thunderbird Two heavy rescue craft. Approaching you 
at two thousand five hundred feet at five thousand miles an hour. Will be 
touching down in six minutes. Okay?” 


“Okay, Thunderbird! Clear to land. Our freighter is ready. It can lift off 
within two minutes of getting your machine aboard.” 


“That’s great! Thanks.” 
Three minutes later Virgil warned Gordon and Brains. 
“Stand by! Reducing to one thousand miles an hour.” 


Presently the control tower of Woolamoroo came into sight, a blunt white 
finger against the reddish desert and the blue hills beyond, the white cuff of 
the launch pad spreading beyond it. 


The huge jet craft swung about the launch area, banked and came back, 
under-jets flaring, to touch down gently and roll to a standstill on the 
balloon wheels of the pod within its own length, fifty yards from the rocket 
ship which stood with boarding gantry in position. 


Virgil smiled up at Jeff Tracy on the screen. “Arrived on schedule, Dad.” 


“Nice work, son. Any sign of The Hood?” 


“No. Everything looks normal, I guess.” 
“Lady Penelope?” 
“Tf she’s here she hasn’t shown herself.” 


“She last made contact twenty minutes ago, said she was approaching 
Woolamoroo and expected The Hood to be there ahead of her. She should 
have reported again by now. Could be she’s hit trouble.” “You want me to 
check?” 


“No. Get the Mole into that freighter fast and lift off. Every minute may 
count in saving that fellow up on Luna. Gordon will have to be 
troubleshooter if that’s necessary.” 


“FAB.” 


Virgil pulled a lever and the pod hatch opened. Under remote control, the 
Mole emerged, its screw nose-cone looking like the bizarre snout of a 
prehistoric monster appealing from its cave. 


“Thunderbird’s all yours, Gordon,” Virgil said, unstrapping himself from 
the pilot’s seat. “Take care of her, pal.” 


Gordon solemnly drew a finger across his throat. “I’ll guard her with my 
life.” 


He followed his brother and Brains out of the plane. Two of the ground 
crew were standing beside the Mole, hitching a miniature tractor to it. 


“We’ll get this into the hold,” one of them said flatly, regarding the 
International Rescue men with a strangely impersonal gaze. ,,Go up the 
gantry hoist to the cabin.” 


“Okay,” Virgil replied. “Come on, Brains!” 


As they walked to the foot of the gantry, the young scientist looked back 
curiously at the two men in white overalls. 


“Anything wrong?” Gordon asked. 


Brains blinked at him through his thick lenses. “Those men - there’s 
something - er - strange about them. They looked kind of dazed.” 


“Yeah, they did, now you mention it, Brains. First guys I’ve ever seen who 
didn’t show a heap of interest in the Mole. If they weren’t handling it like 
they knew what they were doing I’d say they were doped.” 


“Maybe they’re zombies,” Virgil suggested cheerfully. “Forget it, Brains, 
and get aboard. We’ve got to get cracking.” 


The Mole was already being towed up the ramp into the hold. Virgil and 
Brains entered the hoist. 


“So long, Gordon!” Virgil said. “See you in three or four hours, maybe.” 


Gordon flipped his hand. “Good luck, pal! My regards to the others, 
*specially Tin-Tin! Remind her we’ve got a supper date.” 


“Haven’t we all?” Virgil grinned. 


As the hoist sped smoothly upwards to the open port of the cabin airlock, 
Gordon looked thoughtfully towards the hold. The little tractor was 
emerging without the Mole. As it fussed down the ramp, the hatch closed 
behind it with a hiss of compressed air. 


“There’s something screwy here,” he muttered, “and I wish to blazes I knew 
what it was. Lady Penelope not being around doesn’t help any.” 


He looked up again. His brother and Brains were stepping off the hoist into 
the airlock. For a moment he was tempted to call to them to come out, but 
he checked himself. He couldn’t delay the rescue flight just because of a 
hunch that there was something wrong. 


Yet Brains had sensed it too. The ground crew appeared normal, and yet — 
where was The Hood if he’d already arrived here? Why hadn’t he struck? 


Gordon looked round at Thunderbird Two. On occasions the enemy of 
International Rescue had tried to photograph the control cabins of the 
Thunderbirds. But the hatch was securely closed and apart from the ground 
crew, now moving away from the space ship, there was no one but himself 
visible on the whole of the vast white launch pad. 


He heard the soft clunk as the airlock port closed and a voice sounded over 
a loud speaker. 


“All ground personnel clear, please. Two minutes to blast off!” 


The gantry moved away as if drawn by invisible cables, and reluctantly 
Gordon followed the white-clad men of the ground crew. All he could do 
now was keep his fingers crossed and pray that this uneasy feeling was 
groundless. 


He stopped under the great wing of the heavy rescue craft, watching the 
freighter anxiously. 


“One minute to blast off,” The electronic voice announced from the 
speaker. “Fifty-nine seconds... fifty-eight... fifty-seven... 


The voice droned on and Gordon found himself mentally anticipating the 
count. 


“Fifty-one... fifty... forty-nine... forty-eight...” 


Relentlessly the seconds were chanted away. An age seemed to pass. He 
found he was holding his breath. 
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“Ten ... nine ... eight... seven ... Six ... 
His stomach had become a cold hard knot. 
|? 


“Five ... four... three ... two ... one ... ignition 


Deep in the pit there was a thunderous roar that momentarily deafened him. 
The giant space craft rose on a column of flame and smoke, slowly like an 


inflating balloon at first and then faster until it was climbing into the brassy 
sky. 


Some of the tension went out of Gordon when he realised that the take-off 
had been normal. He had been half-expecting the freighter to explode at 
ignition point. 


But now, as he watched it vanish into the sun’s glare, he realised that such 
crude methods were not those The Hood used when striking at International 
Rescue, much as he hated them. He wanted their secrets and to destroy two 
of the team’s key members and the Mole would be the act of a stupid 
fanatic. The Hood might be a fanatic, but stupid he certainly wasn’t. 


As a member of the ground crew came past he stopped him. 


“Have you seen a young woman in a pink Rolls Royce around here?” he 
asked. 


The man looked at him with that same impersonal stare that he had seen 
before. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, mister” he said, and then 
walked on towards the control tower. 


Gordon looked frowningly after him, then climbed into the control cabin of 
Thunderbird Two and got through to his father. 


“They took off okay, Dad,” he reported. “But I’ve got a hunch there’s 
something queer going on around here. It’s mighty strange Lady Penelope 
hasn’t shown up. I’m going to take a look round.” 


“Do that, son. I’m not going to rest easy until I hear she’s okay.” 


mK OK OK 


In the cabin of the spaceship, Virgil and Brains sat in the passenger seats 
behind the robot pilot. 


“Smooth lift off,’ Brains said approvingly, his glance wandering over the 
flickering control banks. “This is a swell job, Virgil.” 


“Sure, but I bet you could still give them a few points, Brains. Say, ever 
thought of making a robot pilot for Thunderbird Three?” 


“T did consider it originally, but my auto-control is more efficient. Robots 
take up valuable space in a small cabin like that of Thunderbird and there is 
always the possibility that one will become - er -misadjusted and make a 
wrong decision.” 


“Always a chance that a human pilot will make a mistake, Brains - even 
Alan.” 


Brains blinked. “Er - that is true, Virgil, but a human being can realise he 
has made a mistake and take - er - steps to rectify it, but a robot —” “Sure, I 
get you. By the time you find out your robot’s gone haywire it could have 
gummed up the whole works —” 


“NOW IN ORBIT ZERO SEVEN!” intoned the electronic voice of the 
robot. “PLEASE MAKE SURE YOU ARE STRAPPED IN SECURELY. 
SWITCHING TO ION-DRIVE IN TWENTY-SECONDS FROM NOW... 
NINETEEN... EIGHTEEN ... SEVENTEEN... 


Virgil grinned wryly at Brains as he checked his belts. “Well, I sure hope 
this guy doesn’t make a mistake or we’re likely to land up on Jupiter or 
some place.” 


Three minutes later the robot voice said, “CALCULATED VELOCITY. 
YOU MAY RELAX.” 


“You can say that again, brother,” Virgil sighed. “That’s the one part of 
space travel Ill never enjoy, Brains - all those g’s building up —” 


He broke off as a panel in the curving wall of the cabin slid silently aside 
and a powerful dark-bearded figure in white L.M.C. overalls stepped from 
the elevator. 


“Hello, we’ve got company,” he went on puzzledly. “I figured this ship was 
crewless.” 


“Tt is, my friend. I am perhaps what you would call a stowaway.” 


That mocking, guttural voice, and the deepset, gleaming eyes sent icy 
needles prickling along Virgil’s spine. 


“The Hood!” he gasped, dropping his hand to the machine pistol at his 
waist. 


But, before he could draw it, The Hood was levelling a gun at him. 


“Please do not do anything foolish, Mister Tracy,” he warned harshly. “It 
would be inconvenient for all of us if shots damaged these delicate controls. 
Raise your hands where I can see them -both of you.” 


Numbly, Virgil and Brains obeyed. 


“That is sensible,” The Hood chuckled. “So we meet again, my friends. But 
this time I hold - how is it you Americans say? - I hold all the aces. Yes?” 


Virgil’s face tightened. “I don’t think so, mister. You can’t get away with 
this. Once we touch down on the Moon” - “Ah, but unfortunately for your 
hopes, Mister Tracy, we are not going to the Moon.” 


“You mean —” 


“T think the - er - gentleman means he is - er - hijacking the space ship, 
Virgil,” interposed Brains nervously. 


“The blazes he is! There’s a guy up there on Luna whose life may depend 
on us.” 


The Hood laughed harshly. “The chivalrous Mister Tracy thinks he has a 
duty to perform. International Rescue must not fail. I could weep for that 
poor, unfortunate fellow-creature of mine. My heart bleeds for him but - 
well you see, my friends, I have other plans for you.” 


He moved round behind them and Virgil felt the muzzle of the gun touch 
the back of his head, while The Hood’s other hand lifted his machine pistol 
from its holster. 


“Tt was so considerate of you to bring one of your ingenious machines with 
you, too,” he went on. 'I can see great possibilities in the Mole. Not many 
treasure vaults, for instance, would be immune to it, would they?” 


Virgil gnawed his lip. He felt as helpless as a kitten, strapped in that seat 
with a gun pointing at the back of his head. With an effort he kept his voice 
calm. 


“Where are you taking us?” he asked. 


“You will know in due course, Mister Tracy. I have made preparations to 
receive you, but I shall be delighted to extend my hospitality to your young 
friend and the girl —” 


“What girl?” Virgil’s skin crawled. 


“The charming but very resourceful and dangerous creature you call Lady 
Penelope.” 


“You fiend! If you...” - “Please do not act like a teledrama hero, my friend. 
My lady is more than capable of looking after herself - given the chance. 
Naturally I have had to take precautions. At the moment she is sleeping 
peacefully in the hold.” 


“You mean you’ve put her into a hypnotic trance,” Brains said. “That’s why 
the ground crew behaved so strangely. They were hypnotised, Virgil. 
Maybe the men in the control tower were as well - so that they talked us 
down into the trap by making us believe everything was normal “Precisely, 
my cerebral friend,” said The Hood. “The poor fools succumbed easily to 
my power, became my slaves, automatons without minds of their own.” 


The Hood moved round in front of them again, Virgil’s pistol in his other 
hand, and regarded them with evilly-gleaming eyes. 


“But we shall have much time to talk later. You look rather fatigued by your 
long journey from your secret base, which I anticipate will not be secret 
much longer. I think you should take a little sleep, my friends.” 


His eyes lit up. The hypnotic rays stabbed out and in turn Virgil and Brains 
sagged suddenly in their seats as if they had been paralysed. 


The Hood regarded them with malignant satisfaction. 


“As it was written in the ancient books, so shall it be. The secrets of 
International Rescue will soon be mine. It should not be difficult to force 
the one they call Brains to work for me - and with his genius at my 
command, I shall make myself master of the world.” 


He turned to the control bank. “I have almost an hour to master these 
controls. It should not be so difficult, and then —” 


With a savage laugh he flicked the switch that cut out the robot pilot’s 
circuit. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Beyond Mars 


“GREAT news, kid! That guy Steinberg’s okay.” In the control cabin of 
Thunderbird Three at Mare Imbrium base, Alan Tracy listened 
incredulously to Scott’s radio message, relayed by one of the telestars 
orbiting the Moon. 


“The deuce he is? D’you mean we were brought up here on a fool’s errand, 
Scott?” 


“Nope. He was buried all right. But by some miracle he found his way up 
through a blow hole a mile away.” 


“Gee, that’s swell! We never mind not being needed as long as folk are 
okay, Scott.” 


“Guess that freighter with the Mole’s due to touch down pretty soon. Those 
robot miners are still buried. They’re mighty valuable equipment, Alan. Ask 
Dad if we can go ahead and rescue them.” 


“Okay. Stand by!” 


When Alan got through to him at the island base, Jeff gave permission 
without hesitation. 


“Sure, we’ll carry on as planned, son. No harm in doing those mining guys 
a favour while you’re on the spot. Never know when we’ll be glad of their 
goodwill and co-operation.” 


“FAB, Dad! Tell Grandma I fancy steak and fried for supper.” 


Alan switched off and contacted the moon base control. “How’s the 
freighter doing?” 


“Due to go into landing orbit in three minutes. It should be firing its retros - 
Hold it!” The voice suddenly became agitated. 


“Something wrong?” Alan demanded. 


“Looks like it, mister. It’s accelerating. If it maintains this course it’ll 
overshoot by twenty thousand miles.” 


“What’s happened?” 


“I’m trying to contact the robot control, but it won’t respond. Guess it’s 
developed a fault.” 


“Isn’t there anything else you can do?” 
“T can beam a signal and try to correct its course. Stand by!” 


For a moment or so there was silence in the cabin, broken only by the faint 
telemetric signals from fringe lunar stations. 


Then the control officer came through again, despair edging his voice. “No 
good, International Rescue! It won’t respond. And it’s still accelerating. 
Hold on! It’s coming into view now to the west.” 


Alan looked from his observation window across the rugged landscape, 
etched in sharp relief by the brilliant light of the huge full Earth almost 
overhead. 


Gleaming like a silver bullet in the earth-light, the runaway space freighter 
hurtled over the sharply curving horizon and went streaking away into 
space like a comet, with drive vents flaring white-hot against the star- 
speckled blackness. 


Alan’s throat tightened. Virgil and Brains were in there — 


“Control!” he yelled suddenly. “Can you get a message - a verbal message 
through to our fellows on that freighter? Maybe they don’t know anything’s 
gone wrong with that robot pilot. If you can alert them maybe they can do 
something to correct its course —” 


“Tl try.” 


His heart thudding, Alan watched that streak of light. It was heading away 
from the earth towards Mars orbit, hurtling at hundreds of thousands of 
miles an hour far into space. If it wasn’t stopped — 


The seconds ticked away into minutes. The streak was receding fast, a 
moving speck of light now among countless stationary ones. 


“It’s no good, International Rescue. They don’t reply, and they must have 
got my message by now - if they were capable of doing so.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Something could have happened to them. I’ll keep on trying to tur the 
ship back with the radio beam, but - well I’m not hopeful, mister.” 


Alan got through to his father, and reported what had happened. 


“I’m not surprised, son,” Jeff said grimly. “I can guess why the boys don’t 
reply. Gordon’s just been through from Woolamoroo. He found Parker in 
the Rolls in a store shed, just coming out of a hypnotic trance —” 


“You mean The Hood’s behind this?” 
“Sure. He’s kidnapped Lady Penelope and hijacked the freighter.” 
“Where’s he heading?” 


“Jupiter knows! But there’s one way to find out. Get after him fast, Alan. 
This is a top priority International Rescue assignment now.” 


“FAB, Dad! I’Il blast off as soon as I get Scott and Tin-Tin back.” 


He flicked the intercom switch and contacted Scott. Minutes later the 
lunamobile came zooming over the curve of the horizon, planing on its 
hover-jets. 


As soon as it landed, Scott and Tin-Tin leapt out and boarded the gantry 
hoist. A few moments later they joined Alan in the control cabin. 


As they got out of their space suits, he briefed them. “Get below, Tin-Tin, 
and strap up. We’re going to travel some. Lift off in sixty seconds.” “FAB, 
Alan!” 


Tin-Tin vanished into the elevator and Scott strapped up. A red light 
winked, indicating that Tin-Tin was strapped in her seat in the rest bay. 


“Stand by!” Alan said. “Ten seconds to blast off ... nine ... eight...” 


Seconds later Thunderbird Three was roaring into space. Five thousand 
miles out, Alan contacted Mare Imbrium base. 


“Are you still tracking that freighter, controller?” “Sure!” 
“Give me a fix on it.” 
Alan whistled when he got the position, and looked grimly at his brother. 


“He must be travelling at close on a million miles an hour. Stand by! I’m 
triggering twenty g’s.” (Note: human bodies only can stand a maximum of 
15 g - Editor) “Twenty?” Scott gulped. “That’s our absolute limit, Alan. 
You’ll tear the insides out of her.” “I’ve never had cause to try it out, but 
Brains assured me she’d take it. She’s got to, Scott. We’ve got to catch that 


freighter before she blasts clear out of the solar system. Hold tight!” 


This time Scott blacked right out under the terrific pressure as the thrust of 
the hyper-drive flung Thunderbird Three through space on the pre-set 
course along which the freighter was already hurtling. 


When he came round, his head was pounding and his mouth tasted like old 
leather. Alan was just taking over from the auto-control again. 


“T don’t get that bit about blasting clear out of the solar system,” Scott said 
when his head cleared. “The Hood’s no space pirate. His base is back on 
Earth somewhere. Why should he head out into space?” 


“Your guess is as good as mine, brother.” 
“Yeah? And what’s your theory?” 


“That freighter’s a runaway, Scott. My hunch is that something’s gone 
wrong that The Hood can’t handle. It’s completely out of control. And that’s 
why it might blast right out of the solar system -unless we can catch it.” 


Scott looked at him grimly. 


“And if we do catch up with it? Do you know the technique for catching a 
runaway space ship without blowing it to atoms? There are three folk in that 
craft we’re mighty fond of - remember?” “We’ll cross that bridge when we 
get to it, Scott.” Then he uttered a short laugh. 


“What’s so funny?” Scott queried. 


“T just remembered I ordered steak and fried for supper. At this rate we’re 
liable to be a little late, I guess.” 


His rugged features set in a grim mask, Jeff Tracy paced the lounge on the 
island base, constantly glancing out through the window at the star-jewelled 
cobalt of the Pacific sky. 


“Why do you not try to get some sleep, Mister Tracy?” asked the soft voice 
of Kyrano. 


“Sleep?” Jeff almost snarled the word as he turned on his servant. He 
stabbed a blunt finger at the stars. “D’you think I can sleep when three of 
my boys are out there facing heaven knows what?” “I also have someone I 
love out there, Mister Tracy,” Kyrano reproved him gently. 


Jeff checked and a repentant smile eased some of the tiredness from his 
face. He put a hand on Kyrano’s shoulder. 


“Forgive me, old friend. Guess you’re right. I do need some sleep. I’m 
losing my sense of proportion. We’ve got an equal stake in this catastrophe 
and there are Brains and Penny to think of too.” 


“Now don’t start getting morbid, Jefferson Tracy,’ snorted Grandma, 
entering the room, followed by Parker, who was wearing a vivid purple 
dressing gown and carrying a tray of steaming drinks. “Just because you 
haven’t had a message from Thunderbird Three for a few hours, that 
doesn’t mean the end of the world’s come.” 


“Sure doesn’t,” Gordon put in cheerfully from the desk. “And to prove it, 
John’s coming through from the space station right now.” 


The others turned and stared eagerly at John’s portrait. It was moving away 
to reveal him standing by the monitoring banks of the space station, and 
Jeff’s heart leapt when he saw the smile on his son’s face. 


“Good news?” he asked hoarsely. “Go ahead, boy!” 


“T’ve picked up a faint signal from Thunderbird Three, father. Alan reported 
that their solar batteries failed, but they’ve managed to get them working at 
reduced power.” 


“Guess those batteries weren’t built to work so far from the sun,” Jeff 
growled. “They’ve been hitting that trail into outer space for around eighty 
hours now. Where are they-?” 


“When they transmitted that message they were approximately a hundred 
million miles beyond Mars orbit. The message took about twelve minutes to 
reach me, of course.” 


“Phew!” Gordon gasped. “They’|l be smack into the asteroid belt in a few 
hours at this rate. Sure hope their meteor repulsers are working okay.” “Are 
they still tailing that freighter?” Jeff asked. John’s face went grave. “Alan’s 
keeping his fingers crossed, Dad.” 


“You mean they’ve lost contact?” 


“At the same time as they lost contact with me - when the batteries gave 
out, they couldn’t pick up the freighter’s homing signal any more.” 


“So it might be anywhere now - if it’s changed course?” 


“Guess so. Alan’s maintaining course on the assumption that it didn’t 
change. When contact was lost Scott calculated they’d closed to within less 
than a million miles.” 


“Finding it among the asteroids will be like looking for a needle with a 
magnet in an electrified haystack,” Jeff said bleakly. “I wish Brains was in 
Thunderbird Three. He might have been able to think up something. Okay, 
son - keep in touch.” 


“Sure, Dad. [ll report directly I get any further news. Of course, with a 
twelve minute increasing time lag each way I can’t hold a conversation. If 
they don’t make contact with the freighter within an hour or so, what are 
your instructions?” 


For a long moment Jeff did not reply. The others, watching him anxiously, 
could sense the agonising battle that was raging inside him, his mind 
warring with his heart. 


Then he sighed as if coming to a fateful decision. 


“Tell Scott he’s in charge, son. I leave it to his judgement whether he carries 
on searching. But warn him he must reserve enough fuel to blast him back 
to Luna at least. That’s the only limit I set to his discretion.” 


The instruments on the freighter’s control bank seemed to have gone crazy. 
Meter needles flickered, coloured lights flashed and there was an agitated 
high-pitched cacophony of bleeping. 


The hurtling ship gave a sudden lurch, flinging The Hood away from the 
bank and sending him crashing to the floor at the foot of the bulkhead. With 
a curse he clawed himself to his feet. “Better strap up,” Virgil drawled. 
“We’re running into stormy seas, skipper.” 


He was still strapped in his passenger seat behind the inert robot pilot. 
Beside him Brains was slumped in a hypnotic sleep, and behind him slept 
Lady Penelope, strapped in another seat. 


“You think it a big joke, my friend!” snarled The Hood, staggering back as 
the ship’s gyro-stabilisers got it on even keel again. 


He stood over Virgil, his deep-set eyes flashing menacingly. “I will give 
you a last chance to get the ship under control.” 


“And if I don’t?” 
“T shall eliminate you, Mister Tracy!” 


There was such hate in The Hood’s grating voice that a chill went through 
Virgil, but he smiled up into the bearded mask that hid the real face of the 
bitter enemy of International Rescue. 


“You’re not very logical, Mister Hood,” he drawled. “One moment you’re 
relying on me to get you out of the mess you’ve landed yourself in - and 
then you’re threatening to rub me out. As a corpse I’d be about as much use 
to you as that robot you’ve damaged.” 


The Hood breathed deeply, then he said in a calmer voice. 


“You are right, my friend. I begin to lose my nerve. Space is alien to me. It 
upsets my judgement. I will revise my bargain. Get the ship back to Earth - 
or I eliminate your cerebral friend beside you.” 


Virgil glanced at the sleeping Brains and then cocked a half-mocking eye at 
The Hood. 


“You wouldn’t do that. You know Brains is too valuable to you.” 


“Again you score a point, Mister Tracy,” The Hood laughed coldly. “But I 
have no reservations about the lady. Perhaps if I hurt her - just a little at a 
time? Yes? Or would it offer you more encouragement if I thrust her from 
the air-lock -without a space suit?” 


Virgil’s face tightened. He knew The Hood would have no qualms about 
doing what he threatened. 


“Look, mister,” he said evenly. “I’ve tried to tell you this plenty times 
before but you thought I was just stalling. For over three days and nights 
now we’ve been hurtling through space just because you gummed up those 
controls trying to put the ship off its Luna course. If I could put things right, 
I would, much though I hate your insides. I’m itching to feel solid ground 
under my feet and breathe real air.” 


“And why can’t you, my stubborn friend?” 


“Because I’m no space engineer. I can pilot a space ship, but that’s where it 
ends. Your one chance of getting us out of this before we finish up on 
Saturn or some place is to —” 


Virgil broke off, looking over The Hood’s shoulder at the observation 
window, his throat going dry. 


“Look!” he yelled. 


Glancing round, The Hood saw a huge jagged mass of dark rock hurtling 
straight at the ship. 


“By the sacred idol of Ranjipodah!” he halfscreamed, clapping his hands 
over his eyes. 


Nearer, nearer the cosmic body hurtled. Virgil, heart thudding, braced 
himself for the crushing impact. Lethargically the over-worked auto 
repulsers came into play. But the mass and velocity of the rock were so 
great that it was the ship itself that was flung off course, escaping a 
collision by no more than its own width. 


Again The Hood hit the bulkhead with a sickening thud. 


“What-what was that?” he dazedly asked Virgil, as the space ship righted 
itself and hurtled on. 


“An asteroid.” Virgil realised that his own voice was far from steady. For an 
instant they had faced annihilation. “We must be nearing the fringe of the 
belt now. That could mean big trouble.” 


Unsteadily The Hood got to his feet and, clinging to the hand rails, returned 
to stand over Virgil, breathing heavily. 


“You - you were saying that my one chance was - what?” he demanded a 
little shakily. 


Virgil got grim satisfaction from the knowledge that something that could 
scare this man who had seemed as cold-blooded as a reptile. 


“Bring Brains out of that trance and let him have a go at repairing the 
controls. There’s not much about electronics or space engineering he 
doesn’t know.” 


For a moment The Hood regarded him malevolently. Then he said. 


“My hypnotic powers are not yet sufficiently developed to wrest secrets 
from alien minds, or I should not need to listen to your advice, Tracy. 
Unfortunately at present I can only probe the minds of those with whom I 
have some special affinity.” 


“Like Kyrano?” 

The Hood sucked in his breath sharply. 

“You tap his mind from a distance, in some diabolical way, don’t you?” 
Virgil demanded. “That’s how you learned about our Moon trip, wasn’t it? 


What’s Kyrano to you?” 


“That is my secret,” The Hood snarled. “I will revive the one you call 
Brains - but with you I shall take no chances. I shall send you to sleep 
again.” 


His eyes flashed and Virgil slumped in his seat, his mind blanked out. 
The Hood turned to Brains and brought him out of his trance. 


Brains blinked about him and then focused his eyes to on the flashing 
control bank. 


“So the ship is still out of control? How long was I unconscious this time?” 


“Twelve hours,” The Hood said harshly. “Tracy says we are entering the 
asteroid belt and it could be dangerous.” 


“Er - very dangerous, Mister Hood, in a runaway ship whose controls are 
not - er - functioning correctly owing to your stupidity in putting the robot 
out of action.” 


“T did not rouse you to insult me, fool! You will find out what is wrong and 
rectify it so we may return to Earth.” 


Brains blinked. “Er - that is rather a tall - er - order. I am unfamiliar with the 
system of this spaceship “But you have great technical knowledge, my 
friend,” The Hood sneered. “They say you are a genius.” 


He unstrapped Brains and pointed his gun at him. “But do not try to trick 
me or it will be the worse for Tracy and the girl. Understand?” 


Brains stood up, easing his cramped muscles and gave The Hood a nervous 
little grin. 


“There is no - er - necessity for threats, Mister Hood. I am not a hero. 
Besides, it will be in my own interests to get the ship under control. All our 
lives are at stake.” 


“Nevertheless, my cerebral friend, I do not trust you. Get to work.” 


With a shrug of his frail shoulders Brains obeyed. The ship shuddered and 
rolled as another small asteroid was deflected. 


“Perhaps, first, it would be - er - advisable if I tried to get the repulsers to 
function more effectively,” he said. “I suspect they were not constructed to 
deal with - er - cosmic debris of the magnitude of asteroids.” 


“Do whatever you think is necessary,” The Hood growled, “but get the ship 
back to Earth.” 


Brains removed the panel of the repulser computer bank and studied the 
circuit. 


Again and again the ship shuddered as small bodies were deflected. There 
were tens of thousands of the asteroids in this vast belt circling the sun 
between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. Astronomers judged them to be the 
debris of a former planet of the solar system which had disintegrated. They 
were well dispersed, but Brains knew that once the ship entered the main 
belt it ran the risk of destruction from collision with one of the larger 
planetoids, if the repulsers were not powerful enough to handle it. 


He worked slowly and methodically, in spite of The Hood’s obvious 
impatience. 


“One cannot hurry an operation like this,” Brains chided him. “It must be 
done correctly. We cannot afford a mistake or our chances of getting back to 
Earth without being struck would be almost - er -non-existent. It will be 
necessary for me to boost the power without having to switch off the system 
for more than a few seconds, if possible.” 


After some time, Brains was able to make the necessary adjustment, but he 
did not immediately replace the panel. He pretended to be making a further 
adjustment, but his fingers worked mechanically, while his brain was busy 
with another problem. 


When the freighter overshot the Moon and hurtled into outer space, Alan 
and Scott, awaiting its arrival, would surely have come in pursuit? 


Could he somehow radiate a signal - an easily identifiable S.O.S. that might 
act as a beacon for them? 


Still pretending to work on the repulser unit, he made a few shrewd 
connections. Presently, unsuspected by the watchful Hood, an urgent Morse 
signal was radiating through space. 


As he was about to replace the computer panel there was a violent shock 
and the horrifying sound of something scoring along the hull. 


Brains was thrown across the cabin. 


He staggered to his feet and saw The Hood on his hands and knees, 
scrambling for his gun. On sudden impulse, Brains flung himself on the 
other man’s back. If he could overpower him and get that gun — 


But he was like a puny child compared with his powerful captor. The Hood 
shook him off as a terrier might shake a rat which had attacked it, and then 
crashed a massive fist to his jaw. 


Brains hurtled back against the wall and slid to the floor, his head whirling. 
Through a haze he saw The Hood looming above him, then he was hauled 
roughly to his feet. 


“Don’t try that again, you little flea,” The Hood snapped. “Get back to work 
- get the rockets firing!” 


Dazedly Brains groped his way back to the control bank, consoling himself 
with the thought of that S.O.S. radiating through space. 


Then he froze with a gasp of dismay, his bemused mind clearing with the 
shock of what he saw through the observation window. 


“What’s wrong?” demanded The Hood behind him. 


Brains pointed to the spherical body which had appeared right ahead of 
them. It was rapidly swelling to the size of a small dark moon. 


“What is it?” The Hood’s voice was strained. 


“A large asteroid,” Brains said hoarsely. “If I’ve read our position right by 
the star charts, it’s probably Ceres, the largest of them all. We must have 
entered its gravitational field. We’re falling into it. Unless I can get the 
rockets working —” 


He didn’t finish his sentence. He didn’t have to. 


CHAPTER SIX 


Marooned in Space 


ONE hundred and sixty million miles from Earth, Thunderbird Three 
drifted, an infinitesimal shell of cosmic matter lost in the black void of 
space. 


Far off, hung the tiny glowing disc of the sun, too remote to give 
perceptible heat to the spaceship or the countless tiny worlds that orbited in 
the asteroid belt. The Earth was a faint star, its moon no longer visible. 


As he gazed from the observation window, Scott Tracy had to fight an 
insidious sense of terror. An hour-long hop to the Moon was just a joy ride, 


“Vermin of the skies!” 


“Huh?” He looked at Alan, glad of something to distract his attention from 
the frightening enormity of space. 


His brother indicated the radar screen. Glowing blips were coming and 
going like showers of sparks from a bonfire. 


“Asteroids!” he said. “Some guy back in the last century called them the 
vermin of the skies. Guess it was a mighty good description. It was 
estimated, then that there were about forty thousand, but I guess there must 
be millions if you include all the itty-bitty ones registering on that screen.” 


“Yeah. But if they were all as big as that one we passed back there, they’d 
be playing ping-pong with us.” 


“We can thank our stars Brains’ repeller screen is so efficient, or even those 
babies would be riddling us like a colander,” Alan sighed. “Well, Scott, 
what’s the verdict?” 


“Verdict?” 


“We haven’t picked up that freighter’s homing call sign again. It could be 
anywhere in the asteroid belt by now or even beyond it. Dad said you were 
to make the big decision —” 


“You mean whether we carry on searching or -or go back?” 
“Sure.” 


Scott licked his dry lips. His heart was like a cold, hard ball of lead inside 
him. Turn back and leave Virgil and Brains and Lady Penelope to an awful 
fate? Of course they might be dead already, atomised by a collision between 
the freighter and one of the bigger rock masses whirling about them. But 
unless he could be sure — 


“What’s the fuel position?” he asked. 


Alan looked at his gauge. “Okay for a good few more million miles yet, 
Scott - even allowing plenty to get back to Earth. It doesn’t need much to 
shift us out here - a few bursts now and then.” 


“Then I guess we’ll go on till we’ve just got to turn back, kid. Maybe a 
miracle will happen —” “Alan!” 


It was Tin-Tin’s voice over the intercom from the rest lounge. 
“Yes, honey?” 
“T’m picking up a strange message of some kind.” “Put it through.” 


Alan put on his earphones and listened for a moment or so, frowning in 
concentration. 


“What is it, kid?” Scott asked eagerly. “John trying to contact us again?” 


“Signal’s too strong. Besides, it’s in Morse I think - unless of course it’s a 
message from an alien source.” Alan removed the phones and handed them 
to his brother. “Listen.” 


Scott put them on. The signal, with a regular rhythm, was clearly audible 
through the spitting and crackling and whistling of cosmic radiations. 


“Sure sounds like Morse.” He began to jot the signals down on the plotting 
board before him. 


“B... L.. R... F.. A ..He glanced at his brother. “Doesn’t seem to make 
much sense.” “Could be a code. Carry on, Scott!” 


Scott continued, calling out the letters as he wrote them down. “R... F... A 
~B. LR. Fo. A... B “Hold it!” Alan exclaimed. “Check on that, 
Scott. Start with the I - and what d’you get?” 


Scott frowned. “I. R. F. A. B ... Jupiter! That could stand for International 
Rescue FAB.” 


“I’m darned sure that’s what it stands for, Scott! Virgil or Brains must be 
trying to contact us - or even Lady Penelope. Judging by the signal strength, 
it’s not all that far away, as space distances go. I’ll reply in Morse.” 


“Thunderbird Three calling! Thunderbird Three calling...” 


Alan tapped out the call again and again, but still that monotonous letter 
code was coming through. 


At last he stopped. “No good, Scott. They can’t be receiving us. Maybe 
they’re just radiating that call sign automatically in the hope it’ll be picked 
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up. 
“Like a distress signal?” 


“Sure.” Alan spoke over the intercom. “Tin-Tin, see if you can get a fix on 
the source of that signal.” “FAB, Alan!” 


Anxiously the brothers waited and presently Tin-Tin came through to them 
again. 


“Tt’s roughly seven-fifty thousand miles away -but moving away from us at 
constant velocity.” “Which means the freighter’s still space-borne,” Scott 


said. 


“Seems like it,” Alan replied. “Let’s chase it, anyway. Stand by, Tin-Tin. 
Blasting three g’s. Give me a constant bearing on that signal source.” 
“FAB.” 


Half an hour later, Tin-Tin said, “We’re closing fast. Maybe a hundred 
thousand miles now.” 


“Tt can’t be using its drive or we’d see the flare at this distance,” Alan said. 
“Tt must be in free fall —” 


“Alan!” There was a hint of excitement in Tin-Tin’s voice. 
“Yes, honey?” 


“T’ve just noticed something peculiar. I said before that its velocity was 
constant, but it’s also identical to that of the asteroids which are near 
enough for me to scan.” 


“What does that suggest to you, Tin-Tin?” Scott cut in eagerly. 


“Well it seems rather a coincidence. I was wondering if they could have 
landed on one of the bigger asteroids.” 


“Honey, that’s some notion,” Alan said. “See if you can get the scanners on 
it.” 


A few minutes later Tin-Tin was through again. 


“T was right,” she announced breathlessly. “It’s far too big for the freighter. 
My readings show it’s a mainly metallic object with a diameter of over four 
hundred miles —” 


“Wow!” Alan gasped. “There’s only one object that size in this sector of 
space - the planetoid Ceres, the daddy of them all.” 


“They’ve landed on it?” Scott asked. 


“That’s what it reads like to me. We’ll soon find out. Inside five minutes 
we’ ll be orbiting it.” 


They fell silent, watching the starry blackness of space ahead of the hurtling 
ship. Big as it was, Ceres received so little light from the sun that it would 
not be visible to them until they were very close to it. But the Morse signal 
was steadily becoming louder. 


“Ten thousand miles!” Tin-Tin announced. “There it is!” Alan exclaimed. 
“Right ahead.” 


“T can’t see anything,” Scott said. 


“That seven-star constellation dead ahead is blotting out,’ Alan said. 
“There’s a big object moving across it.” 


“Sure, I see it now.” 
“Scott, that miracle you mentioned has happened.” 
“We won’t count our chickens too soon, kid.” “Meaning?” 


“T’ve got a hunch that things may not be so easy. Don’t forget that the last 
we knew The Hood was in charge of that freighter. We’ve got to be ready 
for trouble, Alan.” 


Rapidly that dark disc blotting out the stars ahead grew bigger until they 
could see the bulk of the tiny planet gleaming in the starlight. 


“Stand by!” Alan said. “Firing retros!” 


Short blasts of the rockets swung the ship into a slow orbit a hundred miles 
above the asteroid. With a laser light beam they explored its surface. The 
intense light showed shallow depressions, pockmarked by the impact of 
cosmic missiles; narrow rifts, and low, razor-sharp ridges. 


It was a tiny world devoid of heat and light and air, a dead world of 
perpetual darkness and subzero cold. Possibly as old as Earth itself, it had 
been hurtling in this same orbit about the distant sun for millions of years. 


“Hold it!” Scott exclaimed suddenly. “Something back there in the shadow 
of that ridge.” 


Alan checked the space ship with a short burst of a rocket and swung the 
beam back. From below the ridge which Scott had indicated came the 
answering gleam of silvery metal. 


“Tt’s the freighter all right.” Alan said eagerly. He manoeuvred Thunderbird 
above the spot, scanning the grounded freighter with the laser. The other 
space ship was lying on its side, canted at an angle against the ridge, but it 
did not seem seriously damaged. 


“Looks as though it crash-landed,” Scott suggested. 
“Yes. No sign of life.” 


They glanced at each other and each saw his own fear reflected in the 
other’s eyes. If the hull had split, their long pursuit would have been in vain 
-unless the occupants had had time to get into space suits before the air 
rushed out into the void. 


“What now, Scott?” 


“Touch down some distance away, Alan. If they have survived - well, 
according to Parker, The Hood’s helijet was in the hold. It’s probably got 
weapons. We don’t want to take the risk of having him take a crack at us as 
we land.” 


“Okay. I’m not going to try a tail landing. The gravity’ll be so slight it 
might be a bit dodgy. I’ll use the laterals, and pancake.” 


Rockets flaring and lighting up the dead little world like a fiery sun, 
Thunderbird Three slowly descended horizontally and settled gently on the 
bare rock of the surface. At the last instant, short hydraulic stilts extended 
from the hull to support the craft, so that its nose was pointed upwards at a 
slight angle. 


As the rockets cut out, silence enveloped the ship abruptly. There were no 
echoes on this airless little sphere. 


They remained in their seats for a few moments, waiting for any reaction to 
their landing. 


Nothing moved in the starlight that painted the ragged, curving surface of 
the planetoid in sombre shades of grey and black. There was no sound but 
the cosmic chatter from the radio. The cryptic Morse message that had 
guided them to the tiny world was no longer audible. 


A strange lethargy seemed to be gripping Scott. Yet he knew it was 
psychological rather than physical, an instinctive dread of what he might 
find out there in the crashed space freighter. 


But it had to be done. 


“Okay, Alan. Let’s get it over,” he said, unstrapping. He spoke into the 
intercom. “Tin-Tin, come up here and take over.” 


“FAB, Scott.” 
Alan regarded him anxiously. “You think it’s okay to leave her here alone?” 


“Someone’s got to remain in charge - in case a message comes through 
from John. She’ll be safe enough. If there is any danger, it’ll be out there, I 
guess - and two of us have double the survival chance of one.” 


Alan smiled tightly. “That proposition might not bear close analysis, but I 
guess you’re right.” 


Tin-Tin entered the cabin and Scott told her, “Just sit tight, honey, till we 
get back. Don’t leave the ship for anything. Get that?” 


“Yes, Scott.” There was a shadow of apprehension in her lovely eyes as she 
looked at him. “You - you’!l keep in touch?” 


Scott pointed through the observation panel at the sharply curving horizon. 
Even on the lunar surface the horizon was scarcely more than a mile away. 


Here, on this incredibly smaller sphere, it looked near enough to throw a 
stone over. 


“Once we’re beyond that and out of sight of the ship, we’ll be out of radio 
range too, honey. No Telstars here to bounce signals off. That’s why we’re 
not receiving that I. R. F. A. B. signal any more.” He flashed an 
encouraging smile at her, forcing down into his subconscious that gnawing 
sense of dread. “Don’t worry, we won’t be long out there. We’ll be able to 
travel as if we had seven league boots.” 


He and Alan entered the airlock and emerged in their space suits from the 
port, floating down gently to the rough surface. 


The gravity of the asteroid was so low that they weighed only a small 
fraction of their normal earth weight. That same lack of gravity had caused 
the surface to be devoid of dust and small stones, for the planetoid could not 
retain them. 


“Guess we’d better use the gravity compensators,” Scott said, “or we’ll be 
going into orbit every time we make a fast move. Switch to Moon norm. 
That’ll enable us to travel fast without discomfort.” They pressed buttons 
on the belts of the space suits and the gravitational pull was adjusted. It was 
another ingenious invention of Brains that had proved its worth when 
exterior repairs to the space station were undertaken. 


“All fit?” Scott asked. 
“Sure.” 
“FAB. Let’s go!” 


They moved off, taking great lunging strides that carried them rapidly over 
the hard terrain. After a few moments Scott paused briefly to look back. 
Already the spaceship was out of sight. They carried on, making in the 
general direction of the stranded freighter, and presently Scott’s radio 
picked up the steady bleeping of the Morse message that had guided them 
out in space. He turned the small bowl antennae, got a fix on the signal 
source; then, moving more cautiously, they closed on it. 


Soon they saw the freighter itself, scarcely visible in the deep shadow of a 
ridge. There was no sign of life about it. 


Scott turned his radio volume down to a whisper. 


“Wait here and cover me, Alan. But don’t use explosive missiles if you can 
help it.” 


“You’re thinking of The Hood?” 


“Who else? Guess there aren’t any bug-eyed monsters here to worry about. 
Don’t try to communicate with me. If I want you I’I] signal.” 
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Scott adjusted the gravity compensators to Earth norm. If The Hood was 
still in or around the spaceship, Scott didn’t want to move so fast that his 
enemy was upon him before he knew it. 


Keeping to the deep shadow of the ridge, he slowly approached the derelict 
freighter. He had a vapour torch, but he didn’t intend to use it until he was 
sure it was safe enough to do so. Although on this airless world it would 
throw no beam its projector would make him a sitting target. 


But nothing happened. The freighter might have been lying there for a 
million years for all the sign of life there was about it. Maybe, he thought, if 
it was too badly damaged to take off again, it would remain there for ten 
million years. It would not deteriorate when there was no atmosphere to 
cause corrosion, although meteorites might hole it, of course. 


Then he was under the hull, between it and the ridge, and moving past the 
tail fins. The hull glowed faintly in the darkness from the radioactive 
particles it had collected in space. 


Suddenly he froze. Just ahead of him a big dark gap had appeared in the 
luminescent hull. The hold hatch was open. Its lower edge was some twenty 
feet above the ground, but that was no distance to drop with gravity so low. 


Had the hatch burst open on the impact of the crashlanding - or had it been 
opened from within? 


A vague movement towards the canted nose of the freighter caught his eye. 
He turned his head and saw a figure in a white space suit standing there. It 
was perhaps three hundred feet away. 


Scott drew his machine pistol and held it ready. The figure remained 
motionless. Was it The Hood? 


He knew he had been seen. There was no point now in remaining silent. 
“Who are you?” he demanded. 


The figure did not reply, but turned and with one prodigious leap vanished 
beyond a high outcrop of rock against which the nose of the rocket ship was 
resting. 


Scott contacted Alan. “There was a guy here. He beat it when I challenged 
him. I’m going after him. Come in and search the freighter.” 


“FAB.” 


Scott had already adjusted his gravity compensator and was leaping towards 
the rock behind which the unknown spaceman had disappeared. 


Another leap took him over the rock and, in the starlight beyond, he got a 
glimpse of his quarry vanishing over the horizon. He went after him, using 
his blaster now to jet-propel himself even faster than he could leap. 


Rapidly he gained on the fleeing figure. One last gigantic leap landed him 
astride the other man’s shoulders and they tumbled gently to the ground and 
rolled over, grappling with each other. 
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Back in Thunderbird Three, Tin-Tin looked nervously through the 
observation panel at the dark, forbidding surface of the miniature planet. 


Since Scott and Alan had disappeared over the horizon she had felt so 
utterly alone. It was a terrifying thought that a hundred and sixty million 
miles lay between her and Earth. If anything happened to Scott and Alan, if 
they never came back..... 


Beneath her raven hair her scalp suddenly crawled. She went rigid, her 
mouth dry with a nameless horror. Out there on the rim of the tiny sphere 
something had moved, something that looked ghostly pale against the 
blackness of space. 


Her heart thudding, she watched it move along the horizon. Behind it came 
another whitish shape, and another. 


What were they? 


In spite of what Earth scientists had said, was it possible that there were 
creatures in space who could exist without air and water? 


The shapes turned towards the space ship and came rapidly nearer; then she 
saw they were space-suited human-like figures. 


Suddenly a voice spoke over the radio. 
“Thunderbird Three! This is Brains. Can you read me?” 


“Brains!” Tin-Tin gasped with relief and spoke rapidly into the microphone. 
“Come in, Brains! Oh, this is wonderful! Who is that with you?” 


“Lady Penelope and Virgil.” 


There was something strange, almost unreal, about the young scientist’s 
voice. It had a remote, impersonal tone, but she was too excited to pay 
much heed to it. 


“T’ll open the airlock,” she said eagerly. 


“FAB.” 


She watched the three grotesque figures vanish in the deep shadow of the 
ship, then she pressed the button that operated the airlock port. 


A few minutes later Brains entered the cabin, with Lady Penelope in white 
reefer jacket and slacks behind him. But there was something queer about 
them. They walked and looked as if in a daze, almost like robots, she found 
herself thinking. They seemed to stare right through her, with eyes that saw 
nothing. 


“Brains?” she cried. “What’s wrong? You look so strange” - “They are in a 
hypnotic trance, my beautiful young friend!” cut in a harsh guttural voice. 


She looked round with a gasp. A dark-bearded figure in the white overalls 
of the Lunar Mining Corporation was entering the cabin, a squat machine 
pistol in his hand. 


“Who - who are you?” 
“The members of your organisation know me as The Hood.” 
“The Hood? Then - then where is Virgil? What have you done with him?” 


The Hood chuckled evilly. “Does it matter? He will not be returning to 
Earth with us, Miss Kyrano.” 


His deepset black eyes flashed malignantly and Tin-Tin felt her senses 
reeling. Then a dark cloud seemed to envelope her mind and she knew no 
more. 


Miles away, the space-suited figure with which Scott was grappling 
suddenly went limp. 


Warily Scott rose to his feet. “Now let’s have a look at you, mister,” he 
growled, switching on his vapour torch, and shining it into the visor of the 
other man’s space helmet. 


“Virgil!” he gasped at the sight of the dazed face. “What the —” A vivid 
flare lit up the dark planet. He turned to stare incredulously at the bullet- 
shaped craft which was hurtling into space on a column of rocket flame. He 


could hear no sound, but he could feel the vibrations of the terrific thrust 
under his feet. 


“Thunderbird Three!” he exclaimed. “Has Tin-Tin gone crazy?” 
Then over his earphones, came a mocking voice. 


“Scott Tracy from Thunderbird Three. Can you read me, Tracy? I am on my 
way back to Earth. I hope you enjoy your stay on Ceres, my friend. I am 
afraid it will be a long one. Do not waste your time looking for Brains and 
Lady Penelope. They are my guests, together with the charming Tin-Tin. 
Heh, heh, heh!” 


With that cruel laugh echoing in his ears, Scott watched helplessly as the 
rocket glare dwindled against the star clusters. 


He and his brothers were marooned in space, with only a wrecked spaceship 
between them and eternity. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Return to Earth 


SCOTT dragged his gaze from the black vault of space and helped Virgil to 
his feet. 


“What the blazes got into you - running from me like that? I figured you 
were The Hood.” 


“He told me that was the big idea - before he hypnotised me.” 
“To act as decoy while he captured Thunderbird Three?” 


“Sure. He reckoned Tin-Tin would open the airlock if she thought it was me 
with Brains and Lady Penelope. Seems like he was right. We’re in a real 
tight spot now, Scott.” 


“You can say that again.” Scott looked grimly up at the stars. “But I’m more 
worried right now about Brains and the girls. What’s his idea in kidnapping 
them?” 


“He aims to force Brains to work for him - to invent equipment and terror 
weapons. He’s got the crazy notion of making himself a kind of world 
overlord and terrorising the nations into jumping to the crack of his whip.” 


“Crazy’s the right word. He’ll never get away with it.” 


“Maybe. But even if he failed he’d cause a heap of trouble first. Thousands 
of people might be killed.” 


“Brains would never agree to work for him - not willingly, anyway.” Scott 
shot a shrewd glance at his brother. “Are you suggesting The Hood will 
hypnotise him into becoming his tame scientist?” “He’ll try that, but I’m 
not sure he’ll succeed.” “But he had you behaving like a puppet just now - 
and he did the same to Parker and the ground crew at Woolamoroo. That’s 


how he hijacked the freighter without your suspecting anything was 
wrong.” 


“All that was simple hypnosis. He just got the ground crew performing their 
normal duties automatically. But his powers are limited. He admitted as 
much to me. He might be able to get Brains to make another Mole; but I 
doubt if he could make him dream up anything new or invent anything like 
a terror weapon. Brains’ humane instincts would shrink from that. He 
couldn’t even make him get the freighter under control because the system 
was strange to Brains. That’s why I think he’s kidnapped the girls-as 
hostages to make Brains toe the line.” 


“Good grief!” Scott’s skin crawled. “You mean he’|l threaten to torture 
them if Brains won’t —” “He’ll do more than threaten. That guy will stop at 
nothing if he is put to it.” 


“Maybe Brains can stall him, come up with some phoney ideas that look 
good?” 


“Brains will try that all right, Scott - but I can’t see it coming off. The Hood 
may be crazy, but he’s no fool. And the odds are he’s got renegade scientists 
and technicians working for him. They’d soon detect whether Brains’ ideas 
were phoney.” 


“But perhaps Brains can buy enough time that way to give us a chance to do 
something. Let’s get back to the freighter and try to get a message to John. 
It’ll be over eighty hours before Thunderbird Three reaches the Earth. 
Maybe Dad can think up some way of stopping The Hood before he reaches 
his secret hideout.” 


“Don’t bank on that, Scott. He took the precaution of smashing the radio 
bank before we left the control cabin.” 


"So unless we can get the freighter space-borne —” 


“Sure. The odds are a million to one against us, pal.” 


“Then we’ve just got to make that one chance come up somehow, Virgil. 
Let’s go!” 


They returned to the freighter with huge leaping strides to find Alan 
examining the damaged tail fins in the light of his vapour torch. 


There was no need to tell him what had happened. He had seen Thunderbird 
Three blast off and had heard The Hood’s taunting farewell message. 


“T’ve made a brief check,” he reported. “The drive vents were pretty badly 
mangled when it crash-landed and there’s a split in the outer hull wide 
enough to squeeze through.” 


“So she’s about as space-worthy as a leaking rowboat,” Scott said grimly. 
“What about the cabin controls?” 


“They seem okay. They haven’t been damaged apart from the radio bank. I 
don’t know why The Hood didn’t make a thorough job of it if he was 
planning to maroon us even before we landed.” 


“Guess he thought the ship was a write-off anyway,” Virgil suggested. 
“After all, there aren’t any repair facilities here.” 


“Tt’s not quite as bad as that,” Alan said. “I found repair kits in the hold 
lockers that he must have overlooked. And we’ve got the Mole and the 
Hood’s heli-jet. If necessary we can dismantle them for spares. By pooling 
our know-how and improvising a bit we might be able to get this crate back 
to Earth.” 


“What about food?” Scott asked. 


“Quite a few cases of dehydrated stuff in the hold - intended for the Moon 
base, I guess.” 


“Dehydrated?” Scott grimaced. “That’s handy on a world without water. 
Not likely to be any subterranean lakes here as there are on the Moon. But 
it’s better than nothing. What’s the fuel position?” “Pretty grim. But against 
that we’ll only need a minimum of power to blast off from a mass this 


small. We should be able to achieve sufficient velocity to carry us back to 
Earth. Once we get within the pull of the Earth we’ll be okay - but if we 
haven’t got enough fuel left for braking maybe we’II have to land on Luna.” 


Scott’s jaw set determinedly. “Well, at least there’s a faint ray of hope on 
the horizon, fellers. Let’s get cracking right away. You’re the space 
engineer, Alan. You’d better take charge.” 


“Okay,” said Alan, as he turned and led the way towards the open hatch of 
the hold. “But I’d give my right arm to have Brains here. That faint ray of 
hope would be a rising sun, I guess.” 


mK OOK OK 


Brains came out of his trance and stared dazedly at the flashing, bleeping 
instrument bank before him. 


“Thunderbird Three!” he gasped. 


“Exactly, my cerebral friend,’ The Hood said gloatingly from the 
navigator’s seat beside him. “I thought you would recognise your own 
handiwork, seeing how expertly you operated it while you were under 
hypnosis.” 


Brains blinked at him. “You mean I’ve been piloting Thunderbird while in a 
- er - hypnotic trance?” 


“Precisely. We are now over five million miles from Ceres, locked on a 
course that will get us back to Earth in seventy-five hours.” 


“But the others —” 


“T regret to say they experienced mixed fortunes. The beautiful Tin-Tin and 
the quaint but charm-ingly-dangerous Lady Penelope are sleeping 
peacefully in the rest bay below. The Tracy brothers well, they were - er - 
expendable. Is that not how you Americans put it?” 


Brains’ mouth went dry. “You killed them?” 


“T abhor violence, my young friend,” The Hood said mockingly. “Unless of 
course it is absolutely necessary. I merely left them behind.” 


“You marooned them on Ceres? That’s as good as murdering them!” 


“Please do not distress yourself, my cerebral friend. Have they not shelter 
and food and air? I wonder which will be exhausted first; the air or the 
food, I mean, not your friends.” 


“You fiend!” 


The Hood’s deepset eyes gleamed contemptuously behind his bearded 
mask. “For a scientific genius you are stupidly sentimental, my friend. The 
end always justifies the means. If they could have been of use to me I 
would have brought them with me, but my task on Earth will be easier if 
Jefferson Tracy’s organisation is smashed, as it now will be.” “Don’t be so 
sure about that; Mister Tracy still has Gordon and John and his rescue craft. 
He’ll carry on somehow.” 


“Let him try. When the opportunity occurs I shall destroy his craft. I no 
longer need to preserve them in the hope of capturing them. I have a much 
better prize.” 


Brains blinked at him. “You mean Thunderbird Three?” 


“No, my cerebral friend - I mean you. You shall create new machines and 
weapons for me. I shall be the most powerful man in the world, more 
powerful than any ruler has ever been. I have unlimited resources; 
laboratories and workshops such as you and Jefferson Tracy can only have 
dreamed about. Cooperate with me and I shall make you rich.” 


Brains looked at him with abhorrence. “You’re crazy!” 
“To dream of ruling the world when the power is mine to do so?” 
“No, to think I’I/ help you in your vile schemes. I’d rather die first.” 


The Hood sneered. “A genius with the emotions of a child. Geniuses should 
have no emotions. They should not hesitate to destroy if it is necessary to 


reconstruct to serve their ambitions.” 
“Your ambitions, you mean,” Brains said with loathing. 


He went silent, looking at the control bank. If The Hood never got back to 


With a speed alien to him, Brains lunged forward against his straps, 
grabbing for the hyperdrive lever. 


But The Hood, watching him like a hawk, was even faster. Even as Brains’ 
hand touched the lever, the edge of The Hood’s powerful hand struck the 
side of his neck and with a little grunt Brains went limp, sagging against his 
straps. 


The Hood looked down at his frail, unconscious form with blazing eyes. 


“Stupid fool! I could have killed you as easily. But we shall see whether or 
not you will co-operate with me. We shall see ” 


mK OK OK 


On the island base, Jeff Tracy toyed disinterestedly with his breakfast and 
then pushed the plate aside with a sigh. 


“Ain’t the vittles to your likin’, Mister Tracy?” Parker asked anxiously, 
entering the dining room with the coffee pot. “Them mushrooms was fresh 
picked this mornin’, and I personally supervised Kyrano’s cookin’ of ’em. 
They was done just as ’er Ladyship likes ’em.” 


Jeff smiled wearily. “The mushrooms were swell, Parker. Guess I just 
haven’t got any appetite.” “That’s three mornings running,” Grandma said 
from across the table. “You’re worrying yourself sick about those kids, 
aren’t you, Jeff?” 


“Sure I am! It’s been a week since they all blasted off into outer space - 
nearly eighty hours since we last had a message from Thunderbird Three.” 


“Well, starving yourself isn’t going to help any —” 


From the wall a buzzer sounded urgently and Jeff was out of his chair and 
through the doorway as if he had suddenly acquired jet propulsion. 


“Well, going off his grub sure hasn’t sapped his energy yet, Parker,” said 
Grandma with satisfaction. “Hindeed it ain’t, ma’am.” 


“Day and night he waits for the call that never comes,” Kyrano said quietly, 
coming into the room behind them. “Such a terrible tragedy.” 


“Tragedy?” Grandma looked reproachfully over her spectacles at him. 
Don’t tell me you’ve given up hope, Kyrano?” 


He smiled sadly. “I have never permitted myself to entertain much hope, 
Missus Tracy. Before Thunderbird Three left for the Moon I had a strange 
premonition. There was evil in the air, I knew. I fear my foreboding has 
been realised. It is the hand of Fate.” 


“Hand of fiddlesticks!” Grandma snorted. “That’s the trouble with you 
Orientals, you’re too fatalistic. Never say die! While there’s life there’s 
hope!” 


“Ere, ’ere!” Parker agreed. “The swag ain’t ever in the bag till it’s outa the 
blinkin’ safe - er - I mean the game ain’t lorst till it’s won.” 


“Exactly, Parker. Good old Western proverbs, as true today as they ever 
were.” Grandma got up from the table. “Let’s go and see why John has 
called.” 


In the lounge, Jeff and Gordon were looking up at John’s image on the 
television screen behind his portrait. 


“News at last, son?” Jeff asked eagerly. 


John shook his head with a wry grin. “Afraid not, Dad. I’ve just picked up 
an emergency call from Kerkatu Island in the Indian Ocean. A couple of 
geologists exploring the flooded crater of an extinct volcano are in bad 
trouble. Their diving machine’s damaged at two hundred fathoms and 
taking water. Sounds like an assignment for Thunderbird Four.” 


Jeff’s shoulders sagged visibly, as if something had drained out of him. 


“T sure hate to refuse a call like that, son, but I guess we just can’t make it. 
Thunderbird Four’s pod would have to be dropped in the crater, and 
Gordon’s the only one available. He can’t man Four and drop the pod from 
Thunderbird Two at the same time.” 


“For shame on you, Jefferson Tracy!” Grandma said indignantly. “Why 
can’t you pilot Thunderbird Two while Gordon does the rescue?” 


Jeff turned to stare at her. “Me? Well, I could do that I guess, but someone’s 
got to be in charge of the base ” 


“What’s wrong with Kyrano and me? We’|l stand by.” 


“Indeed we will, Mister Tracy,” the servant said. “It would be so wrong if 
International Rescue had to refuse help.” 


Jeff’s face brightened. “By Jupiter, you’re right, Grandma! Letting a couple 
of poor guys die just because we’re shorthanded won’t solve our personal 
problems, I guess.” He turned to Gordon. “Okay, son. Pre-select number 
four pod and join me in Thunderbird Two. We lift off in four minutes.” 


“Er - hexcuse me, Mister Tracy,” Parker broke in. “Ow about me goin’ 
along, just in case you need an extra ’and?” 


Jeff grinned. “Sure, Parker. Glad to have you. Go with Gordon - he’|l show 
you the ropes.” Gordon and Parker hurried away, while Jeff crossed the 
lounge with a spring in his step and placed his back against the painting of 
the rocket which hid the entrance of the tunnel leading to the secret hangar 
of Thunderbird Two. 


“Be seeing you, Grandma,” he said. “How about steak and kidney for 
dinner, huh?” 


The panel swivelled up and he shot from view. “Seems like he’s got his 
appetite back already, Kyrano,” said Grandma smugly. 


Minutes later Thunderbird Two roared up its launch ramp into the cloudless 
blue of the Pacific sky. 


“Nothing like a job of work to take a body’s mind off its worries, Kyrano,” 
said Grandma, as they watched the great rocket plane hurtling westwards 
over the glistening ocean. “Guess III go and do the washing up.” 


Kyrano followed her into the dining room and helped to clear the table. “So 
you also are more worried than you pretend, Missus Tracy!” 


“Of course! You don’t think an old woman like me can consider the 
possibility of losing three grandsons without wanting to pipe her eye? But I 
don’t stuff myself with silly notions about premonitions and the hand of 
Fate. Bet you five coconuts we hear news of those kids inside twenty-four 
hours.” 


Kyrano smiled. “I am not a betting man, as they say, Missus Tracy. But I 
take the bet - and hope that you win.” 


“Now you’re talking!” Grandma declared. “Come on! I?ll wash and you 
dry. But keep your ears peeled for that buzzer.” 


mK OK OK 


Jeff Tracy smiled as he wheeled Thunderbird Two above the mile-wide 
water-filled crater of Kerkatu. 


“By Jupiter, it’s good to be at the controls of a plane again, Parker. Makes 
me think I’ve spent too long bogged down at base.” 


“T know just how you feel, Mister Tracy. There’s times when the sight of a 
safe gives me an itchy feelin’ in me finger-tips.” 


Jeff laughed. “Old habits die hard, eh?” 


“Too true. But I am glad to say there’s been numerous hoccasions when I’ve 
been able to render valuable assistance to ’er Ladyship in that direction.” 


At the mention of Lady Penelope, Jeff’s rugged face clouded. 


“Tell me, Parker. D’you have a feeling deep down that those kids are 
okay?” 


“Tf you mean an ’unch, Mister Tracy, then I ’ave. I am convinced that ’er 
Ladyship bears a charmed life as they say. I would even venture the 
hopinion that she is blinkin’-well hindestructible.” 


Again Jeff laughed. “You’re as good as a tonic, Parker. If you’ve got that 
much faith in Penny, I guess I should have as much in the ability of my 
boys and Tin-Tin to pull through —” 


“Thunderbird Two from space station!” John’s eager voice cut in from the 
radio. “Can you read me, Dad?” 


“Sure can, son. Come in! You’ve got news?” 


“T’ll say. Just picked a report from a lunar base. Thunderbird Three passed 
close to the Moon a few minutes ago, heading for Earth. She should be in 
orbit in less than an hour.” 


“That’s great!” Then suddenly a thought struck Jeff and the excitement 
went from his voice. “Say, why didn’t Alan contact you? He must have 
been on his way back for at least three days now?” “Maybe his solar 
batteries failed again.” 


“He’d have fixed up some alternative source of power in that time, enough 
to get a message through. I don’t like this, John.” 


“Guess it is kind of queer. I was so darn het up when I heard the news that I 
didn’t stop to think about it.” 


“Keep trying to contact them. If you don’t get a reply by the time they 
approach Earth, alert all space stations and tracker stations. We’ve got to get 
a fix on her if she goes into orbit.” 


“Tf?” 


“She may be out of control. At that speed she’d overshoot. Keep me in 
touch. As soon as we’re through with this chore we’Il return to base.” 


“FAB, Dad!” 

As John went off the air, Parker looked anxiously at Jeff. 
“Wot would ’appen if Thunderbird Three did overshoot?” 
“She might fall into the sun.” 

Cor lumme! Wot d’you reckon’s ’appened, Mister Tracy?” 


“I’m not guessing. All I know is there must be something seriously wrong 
in that ship ” 


“Thunderbird Two from Four.” The message was relayed by the small 
beacon buoy floating on the calm surface of the crater lake far below. “Can 
you read me, Dad?” 


“Loud and clear, Gordon.” 


“Have made contact. Diving machine wedged under fallen boulder. Can 
you drop winching tackle, please?” 


“FAB, son. Be right with you.” 


Jeff gave Parker a tight smile. “Let’s go! We’ve got a chore to do, whatever 
happens to Thunderbird Three.” 


Jeff took the great plane down to where Thunderbird Four’s pod pen floated 
on the lake. While he held the plane steady on its hover jets, Parker 
operated the winch that lowered the tough titanium wire hawser, with its 
expanding grapnels, into the depths of the water. 


A few minutes later Gordon gave him the signal to lift. Once the boulder 
was removed, it was a relatively simple matter to raise the leaking vessel to 
the surface with inflatable buoys and tow it to the beach, where the 
scientists’ assistants hauled it ashore. 


Escaping the embarrassment of the rescued men’s gratitude, Gordon sent 
Thunderbird Four skimming across the lake and up the ramp into the pod. 


Gently the mother craft settled down over the pod, locking it automatically 
into the fuselage. Then it rose and hurtled eastwards over the Indian Ocean. 


Half an hour later, when Thunderbird was nearing the coast of Sumatra, 
John came through again. “It’s gone into braking orbit, Dad. Estimated 
velocity now down to fifty thousand miles.” 


“Thank Jupiter for that! Have you been able to contact Alan yet?” 
“No.” 


“That clinches it. There’s something darn wrong for sure, John. If that 
ship’s being navigated but ignores your radio messages, there can be only 
one reason - whoever’s in control is no friend of International Rescue.” 


“You mean — The Hood?” put in Gordon. 
“Tt’s the only answer that adds up.” 
“But how —?” 


“Somehow he must have turned the tables on Alan and Scott out there in 
space and captured Thunderbird Three. We’ve got to pinpoint the place 
where he touches down. John - alert all tracker stations and plot his 
estimated orbital course. I’m landing till I hear from you.” 


“FAB.” 


Jeff brought Thunderbird Two gently down on a remote stony plateau on 
the Sumatra mainland. 


“Wot’s the big idea, Mister Tracy?” Parker asked puzzledly. “’Ow’s 
knowin’ that there horbital course goin’ to ’elp us?” 


“Before touching down Thunderbird Three will orbit the earth two or three 
times. On the final orbit the odds are its velocity will be down to a few 
thousand miles an hour - probably below our maximum speed.” 


Comprehension dawned on Parker’s craggy face. “Swipe me! You mean 
we’re goin’ to persoo it, Mister Tracy?” 


“T’m aiming to try, Parker. We can’t take offensive action against it in case 
any of our folk are prisoners in it. But with luck we’ll spot where it lands. 
Meanwhile we’ve just got to sit tight, and hope we’re not too far from its 
course to pick it up in time. But it’s my hunch that The Hood’s hideout is 
somewhere in Asia, so I guess we should be sitting pretty right here.” 


Presently John came through again. “It’s in a pole to pole orbit, Dad, course 
approximately meridian ninety.” 


Gordon plotted the course on a graph and then looked up eagerly at his 
father. 


“Meridian ninety is less than a thousand miles west of our present position.” 
“Great!” Jeff smiled grimly. “Stand by for action.” 


With a shattering roar of its jets Thunderbird lumbered swiftly across the 
plateau and hurtled back over the Indian Ocean. 


Ten minutes later, Jeff glanced down at a small group of coral islands that 
lay like white and green jewels on the gold-shot blue velvet of the ocean. 


He checked their longtitude. “Guess they’ ll do fine,” he growled. 


Slowly and carefully, he brought the great plane down on the low table 
mountain that dominated one of the islands. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Tibetan Hideout 


GORDON eased his phones from his ears and looked at his father. 


“John says Cocos Island just checked in, Dad. Thunderbird Three’s 
approaching the tracking station on course due north, five-hundred miles 
west south west of them. Altitude thirty thousand, speed four thousand. 
Guess that makes her approximately twenty minutes from here.” 


“Thirty thousand feet?” Jeff frowned. “Still kind of high. We’ll have to get 
above her. Stand by to lift off.” 


Thunderbird Two roared across the stony mountain top and took off, 
climbing steeply. At thirtyfive thousand feet Jeff levelled off, heading due 
north at a thousand miles an hour. 


“John’s coming through again,” Gordon said. 

“Tell him to get off the air! We don’t want to advertise our position.” 
“Wait, Dad! He’s got stupendous news. I’ll switch over.” 

John’s excited voice came over the loudspeaker system. 


“Dad, I’ve picked up a faint message from Alan. He’s on his way back to 
Earth in the L.M.C. freighter with Scott and Virgil.” 


“Then what’s happened to Brains and the girls?” Jeff roared. 


“The Hood’s got them prisoners in Thunderbird Three. He tricked the boys 
on Ceres - marooned them there with the wrecked freighter. But they 
patched it up and left about thirty hours after he did. They’re inside Mars 
orbit now.” 


“That’s great! At least we know just where we stand now, son. But get off 
the air now. We just can’t afford to lose The Hood. We’Il get in touch when 
we need you.” 


“FAB.” 


As John went off the air, Gordon said: “Thunderbird Three coming up fast, 
Dad. I’ve got a fix on her.” 


“Swell. What’s her course?” 


“Approximately seven miles east of ours. Altitude still thirty thousand, 
speed still four thousand.” 


“FAB. Climbing to forty thousand, increasing speed to three thousand. For 
Pete’s sake don’t lose her, son.” 


As he climbed rapidly, Jeff eased the plane west. Seconds later he saw the 
slim shape of Thunderbird Three glinting in the sun, flashing like a silvery 
bullet against the blue-green backcloth of the ocean six miles below. 


He stepped up his own speed until Thunderbird Two was keeping pace with 
its sister craft, some miles to the rear and ten thousand feet above it. 


Over the Bay of Bengal, pursued and pursuer hurtled, the scream of the 
giant rescue plane’s jets left far behind. 


On over the vast Ganges delta, on over the brown and green plains of India. 
Ahead loomed the might Himalayas, dark and forbidding and snow-capped 
against the pale sky. 


“She’s heading for Tibet,” Gordon said. 
“Or maybe the Gobi beyond,” Jeff growled. “Swell locations for hideouts.” 


Green foothills climbed steeply into stark razor ridges and jagged snow 
peaks. Off to the east, Katmandu reared its majestic bulk like a grim white- 
haired sentinel. Awesome gorges, vast rock-strewn plateaux appeared 
below. 


And still Thunderbird Three hurtled on. 


Suddenly Gordon said, “Picking up a radio signal, Dad. Pretty strong. 
Sounds like a code message.” 


“Could be The Hood contacting his hideout —” Jeff’s voice trailed off and 
his jaw sagged. The sky ahead was suddenly empty. One instant there had 
been that hurtling rocket ship, the next moment - nothing! 


“Swipe me!” Parker gasped. “She’s vanished into perishin’ thin air!” 
“Thin air’s right, at this altitude,” Jeff said. “But it just isn’t possible —” 


Something seemed to hit the plane with terrific impact, flinging it upwards 
as though it had been struck by a bat in the hand of a cosmic giant. Jets 
screaming futilely, it rose, turning over and over like a leaf in a gale. 


Slammed back against his seat with a force that almost broke his neck, Jeff 
felt his breath forced out of him. Momentarily he blacked out. When his 
head cleared again, he found the plane was nosediving under the full power 
of its jets, straight for the hungry saw-toothed mountain ridges. 


His body felt as though it weighed a ton. With an effort he forced his hands 
back to the controls and gently eased the plane out of its suicidal dive. The 
undercarriage skimmed a ridge, a cliff wall flashed past the port wing tip, 
seeming no more than the proverbial matchstick away. 


Fighting for his breath, Jeff cut the speed to a thousand miles and allowed 
the plane to cruise on south, back towards the Indian border, while he tried 
to sort out the jumbled thoughts in his thudding head. 


“What - what in the name of Jupiter was that we hit?” Gordon gasped, 
struggling upright in his seat. 


Jeff smiled grimly. “Well, it sure wasn’t a mountain peak, and it couldn’t 
have been an air pocket, so we’d better start guessing from there.” 


“Some kind of force beam, maybe?” 


“More likely a protective force screen operated from The Hood’s hideout. It 
could have caused refraction of the light waves, so that it would just seem 
to us that Thunderbird Three vanished.” 


“Some screen! It tossed us around like a balloon.” “Our own speed did that, 
I guess. We hit it so fast that we bounced off. It’s a tribute to the way Brains 
built this craft that it wasn’t torn in half. Better check that everything’s 
okay, son.” 


Gordon checked the meter dials but could find nothing wrong. 
“Good!” Jeff grunted. “Let’s go back and try that again.” 
Parker groaned. “Lumme, I wish I’d brought me crash ’elmet.” 


“Don’t worry,” Jeff assured him with a tight grin. “This time we’re not 
charging it like a bull at a gate. We’ll just drift in. But stand by to pull out 
fast. Those guys down there might have another trick or two up their 
Sleeves.” 


He swung the plane and flew back over the mountains to the point where 
they had last seen Thunderbird Three. 


Jeff was able to locate it by a weird twisted pillar of rock that jutted up like 
a black horn from a narrow ridge. 


He reduced speed to a hundred, bringing the underjets into action to steady 
the craft in that rarefied atmosphere Slowly the plane flew on past that 
pinnacle of rock. Instinctively the Tracys and Parker braced themselves for 
the recoil if they should again hit that invisible screen. 


But this time nothing happened. 


Jeff flew steadily on, swinging in a fifty-mile circle about the area, then 
crossing and recrossing it while Gordon scanned the harsh, broken terrain 
with his instruments, seeking some sign of the vanished space ship. 


But there was none. For all the evidence of life they saw they might have 
been cruising above the virgin surface of a dead alien planet. 


Jeff’s face grew more troubled. “Maybe we ought to touch down some 
place and take a closer look —” 


“That’s out, Dad,” said Gordon. “We’re getting low on fuel. Must be losing 
it somewhere. Maybe that belting we took fractured a feed pipe.” 


Jeff sighed. “Well, I guess that settles it. I sure hate ducking out, but we 
can’t risk being stranded. 


That wouldn’t help Brains and the girls. We’d better return to base.” 
“Tf I might make a suggestion, Mister Tracy.” “Well, Parker?” 
“’?Ow about droppin’ me by parachute to ’old the fort, as it were?” 
Jeff stared at him. “Say, are you really serious, Parker?” 


“This ain’t no time for jokin’, Mister Tracy.” “But d’you realise what you’d 
be up against -alone in that kind of wilderness, to say nothing of maybe 
running up against The Hood?” 


“In my hopinion, Mister Tracy, there’s more chance of findin’ that ’ideout 
on Shank’s Pony than in planes wot can be spotted with gadgets. All I need 
is one of them survival kits, a radio and a gun.” 


“He’s right, Dad,” Gordon said, as Jeff hesitated. Jeff shrugged. “Well, if 
Parker’s prepared to take the risk...” 


“T’d take any risk that might ’elp ’er Ladyship. Wouldn’t be the first time 
I’d baled out into the fire from the fryin’ pan, as you might say.” 


“Okay. [ll sure feel happier about returning to base if there’s someone back 
here trying to do something. Where d’you suggest being dropped? You’re 
likely to be spotted over this section.” “There was a deep gorge a few miles 
south of that ridge where the twisted rock pillar was, Mister Tracy. Maybe 
you could fly in low there and I’ll just step out without bein’ observed by 
The ’Ood and ’is minions.” 


“FAB. You’re a brave guy, Parker.” 


Some minutes later Parker, in dark green overalls, with a pack on his back 
and a machine pistol strapped to his thigh, floated down into the gloom of 
the gorge, while Thunderbird Two screamed up over the far ridge and 
hurtled south by east towards the distant Pacific base. 


In the tip of the weird twisted rock pillar on the ridge, a television eye 
tracked Thunderbird Two. 


Far below, deep in a vast subterranean cavern lit by powerful vapour lamps, 
The Hood was standing before a monitor screen. Behind his bearded mask 
his eyes gleamed as he watched the great, green plane dwindle into the 
clouds banked on the mountain skyline. 


“The fools give up the search, Karma,” he said to the tall lean man in a 
purple toga-like monk’s robe, who stood a deferential pace behind him. 


Karma’s dark face was bony and smooth-shaven. His long black hair was 
gathered in a knot on the nape of his neck, and on his head he wore a skull 
cap of woven yak’s hair, rancid with grease. 


His teeth gleamed whitely as his lips twisted in a cruel smile. 
“Why did you not destroy the aliens, Master? Are they not your enemies?” 


“Tt would have been easy, Karma. Had they crashed when they hit the force 
screen, I should not have grieved.” The Hood chuckled evilly. “But I have 
had second thoughts. International Rescue do not give up easily. They will 
be back, then we shall seize the plane, with any of the Tracy brood it 
contains.” 


“You have need of the machine, Master?” 


“It may have its uses now that I have had to abandon my own machine on 
Ceres.” 


“And this one which brought you from the stars, Master?” 


The Hood turned to look speculatively at Thunderbird Three, standing on 
its tail on the smooth floor of the cavern, held in position by force beams 


with its conical nose lost in the gloom against the lofty roof. 


“We shall dismantle it in due course. There may be many secrets to be 
learned from it. We have no need of a spaceship.” 


Karma bowed. “The Master speaks words of wisdom. It is dangerous to 
venture among the stars where the ancient gods dwell.” 


“Fool!” The Hood said contemptously. “There are no gods in space. There 
are no gods anywhere. There are only powers of evil which we will harness 
to enslave the world. Have the Kurons bring the aliens from spaceship.” 


“Yes, Master!” 


Karma bowed and turned to three squat, powerfully built figures in olive 
green battle dress who stood behind him, arms folded, their dark mongoloid 
features expressionless, their narrow black eyes dull and devoid of 
intelligence. 


He gave an order in a harsh unintelligible tongue. Like robots they turned 
and entered the space ship to emerge a few minutes later carrying the 
unconscious forms of Brains, Tin-Tin and Lady Penelope. 


Karma regarded Lady Penelope with brooding dark eyes, then ran his long 
sensitive fingers through her honey-coloured hair. 


“Tis written that the ancient god people had hair like the sun, Master. Such 
a scalp grafted to the superior kuron I am creating —” 


“Later perhaps, Karma. First I have other plans for my lady. Have them put 
down. There is no need for them to remain in the trance.” The Hood 
laughed coldly. “There are many wonders here to amaze them, even though 
they will never leave to tell of them.” 


“They are not dangerous, Master?” 


“The fair one whose scalp you covet is as dangerous and cunning as she is 
beautiful. Although her claws are clipped, she must be watched as the hawk 
watches its prey. The others will give us little trouble.” 


“Very well, Master.” 


At a word from him the kurons put their prisoners down, supporting them 
so they faced The Hood. His eyes flashed at each in turn and they looked 
about them dazedly, like sleepers awaking from a strange dream. 


The Hood bowed mockingly to them. “Welcome to my Tibetan base, my 
friends.” 


Brains blinked through his horn rims at Thunderbird Three towering above 
them into the gloom. 


“How did you get that in here?” he asked. 


“Tt was simple. There is a shaft in the cavern roof which leads to the outer 
air high in the Himalayas. International Rescue do not have the monopoly 
of ingenious hideouts for their craft. But come! There is much for you to 
see and marvel at here.” 


He lead the way across the vast cavern, the footsteps of the party echoing 
away eerily into the hidden depths beyond the range of the vapour lamps. 


The three kurons brought up the rear, walking with military precision as if 
actuated by a single brain. 


Although deep down he rated their chances of escape as almost negligible, 
Brains looked about him curiously, logging in his stupendous memory 
every detail, in case it should be needed and perhaps make the difference 
between success or failure, even between life and death. 


“You said this was your Tibetan base,” he said casually to The Hood. “So 
you have others?” “Several. A single base of operations makes one 
vulnerable, as International Rescue will find to their cost very soon, my 
cerebral friend. This is where I conduct my scientific research. That is why 
I have brought you here. Here we practice sciences that your Western world 
have long forgotten or dismissed as alchemy and black magic, and others of 
which you have not yet dreamed.” 


“We?” Lady Penelope echoed curiously. 


“Karma and myself, my Lady. But we have a very efficient and obedient 
staff to assist us with our experiments, have we not, Karma?” 


The Tibetan smiled coldly. “The Master speaks words of truth.” 


Brains said provocatively. “No sane person would willingly work for you, 
Mister Hood.” 


“T did not say my assistants were sane - or willing, my cerebral friend - but 
they are efficient and obedient, which are the only - er - qualities I demand. 
There are ways of ensuring obedience without impairing efficiency, as you 
shall see.” Brains felt a chill ride his spine. He remembered what The Hood 
had threatened in the space ship after they had blasted off from Ceres. 
Would he torture the girls unless he, Brains, became like the assistants he 
had boasted about - efficient and obedient, a slave to this fiend’s evil 
designs? 


The Hood was approaching the rock wall. A section of it, activated by an 
electronic beam, slid aside to reveal a metal door which glowed with a 
coppery sheen in the light from the cavern. The Hood spoke a guttural 
password and the metal door also slid aside, its sonic lock operated by the 
vibrations of his voice. 


Beyond stood a small vehicle shaped like a snubnosed bullet, made of that 
Same coppery metal. 


The Hood pressed a button and a hatch opened. Inside were forward-facing 
seats in two rows of three. 


He waved his hand at the vehicle and bowed slightly, his deep-set eyes 
gleaming mockingly through his mask. 


“Please enter, honourable guests.” 


Brains and the girls entered the vehicle and took the three front seats. The 
Hood and Karma sat behind them. There were no controls, no observation 


panels but, as the door slid shut, the strange car glided forward so smoothly 
that Brains was scarcely conscious of movement. He heard a faint sighing 
sound. 


“Compressed air,” said The Hood behind him, as if reading his thoughts. 
“We are entering a vacuum tube. Even over the comparatively short 
distance we shall travel, the car could attain a speed of three hundred miles 
an hour if necessary.” 


“Nothing original about that,” Brains said. Perhaps the more he needled The 
Hood, the more he might learn. 


But The Hood did not resent the taunt. “Perhaps not, compared with some 
of the wonders you have invented, my cerebral friend. However, it is but a 
mechanical toy that serves its purpose efficiently. Our originality lies in 
other directions. Karma’s kurons for instance.” 


“Kurons?” Lady Penelope repeated languidly. “What are they, Mister Hood 
- patent medicines?” In spite of the feeling of dread that had haunted her 
since she had come out of the trance to find herself standing in that 
awesome cavern, Tin-Tin could not suppress a tinkling laugh. 


The sound seemed to incense The Hood. 


“Your patrician humour is feeble, my lady, only worthy of the decadent 
stock from which you spring,” he snarled. “You make fun of one of the 
greatest achievements of our science. Those guards back there in the cavern 
- they were kurons.” 


For an instant Lady Penelope was shaken out of her self-composure as the 
implication of The Hood’s remark dawned on her. 


“You mean they - they weren’t - men?” 
“They were humanoids - androids if you prefer the term, my lady.” 


“Robots in human form and - er - with human characteristics?” Brains 
explained. 


“And with human brains, my friend - with certain minor adjustments,” The 
Hood said. 


“To make them - er - efficient and obedient?” 


“Precisely. But they are merely slaves, the drawers of water and the hewers 
of wood, as it were. They are also devoid of emotion and will never hesitate 
to kill if ordered to do so. But there are others who are still wholly human, 
like yourselves, my cerebral friend, but who are no less efficient at their 
more intelligent tasks - and as obedient.” 


“My kurons will help the Master to become ruler of the world,” Karma said 
with vicious pride. “It is foretold in the ancient books, and by the lake that 
tells the future. When the great day has come, the kurons will police the 
world.” 


“You’re crazy - both of you!” Brains declared. “You’re deluding yourselves 
with an impossible dream.” 


The Hood laughed harshly. “Not an impossible dream, my young friend - a 
certain nightmare, for the peoples of the world.” 


The car stopped with a faint sighing of air brakes and the hatch slid back. 


Beyond it, a shutter of that same coppery metal slid away, and then a 
section of stone wall. Outside the opening two uniformed kurons stood, as if 
on guard. 


The Hood stepped out, motioning to Brains and the two girls to follow him. 
Karma brought up the rear, his narrow sloe eyes watchful. 


Brains saw they were in what appeared to be an ancient vaulted stone store- 
chamber - a granary, he thought, from the bins and bulky sacks against one 
wall and the ears of maize and corn scattered on the floor. It was a strange 
contrast to the modern wonder of the way they had arrived there, almost as 
if the vacuum tube car by which they had travelled had been a time machine 
carrying them back through the centuries to a remote age. 


Again The Hood, watching him with those dark, slightly mocking, deepset 
eyes, seemed to read his mind. 


“An ancient granary in a monastery that was old before your American 
nation was born, my friend.” 


He indicated the wall through which they had come. It was now sealed and 
a stranger entering would have seen nothing to hint at what lay beyond. 


“Tt is necessary to take precautions,” he went on. “Although the monastery 
is fifteen thousand feet up and remote from the outer world, even in this 
twenty-first century, and almost inaccessible except by helijet, still it is 
necessary to take precautions against unexpected visitors, just as 
International Rescue no doubt takes precautions to protect its secret base.” 


Brains thought of the rocket wall panel in the lounge that hid the chute to 
Thunderbird Two, of the couch that took Alan and his crew into the space 
ship, of the light bracket panel beyond which Scott was conveyed into the 
nose cabin of Thunderbird One. 


He thought of the elaborate precautions he and Jeff Tracy had invented to 
hide the hangars of the rescue aircraft. 


Anyone flying over their secret base would have seen nothing more than a 
seemingly peaceful tropical island. Here, all they would see from the air 
was an ancient monastery perched on a mountain. 


"Come,” said The Hood, leading the way towards a heavy wooden door 
where another armed kuron stood on guard. 


At a harsh command from Karma the android opened the door and they 
passed out into a long stone-walled corridor, off which other doors opened 
into store chambers. 


At the end of the corridor, Karma gave an order to a kuron guard and he 
opened a massive door. Brilliant sunshine flooded in and an icy cold breeze 
Swept past them. 


As they moved out into a big courtyard surrounded by carved wooden 
cloisters, Lady Penelope shivered and drew her soiled white reefer jacket 
tightly about her. 


“Dear me,” she murmured, glancing up at the snow-covered mountain 
peaks towering above the pagoda roofs of the massive rock monastery 
buildings. 


“Tf I’d known we were going to a winter sports centre I would have come 
more suitably attired.” 


The Hood laughed harshly. “I regret the inconvenience to your ladyship, but 
I will take steps to ensure that you shall be considerably warmer in the near 
future.” 


The tone of his voice sent a prickling of apprehension along her spine, but 
she smiled sweetly at him. 


“Thank you, Mister Hood. That is the consideration for a guest that I should 
expect from a gentleman - but coming from you it is all the more 
gratifying.” 


“Jest while you can, my lady,” he snarled. “It may not be so easy later.” 


CHAPTER NINE 


Roof of the World 


AS THE HOOD led the way across the monastery courtyard, there was a 
furious baying. 


Chained to the high wall by the arched gateway leading out on to the 
mountain track were four dogs, as ferocious as hungry lions. 


“Tibetan watchdogs,” The Hood explained with relish. “An exclusive breed 
that has existed for centuries. They are kept hungry and unchained at 
night.” He chuckled coldly. “Not that you would be so foolish as to 
entertain thoughts of escaping under cover of darkness. Even if you got past 
the walls, there are so many - er - pitfalls, my friends.” There were horses 
and yaks in the yard. A monk was unloading sacks of grain from a horse 
and others were threshing oats on the ground. At the gateway leading into 
the biggest temple two monks were at work stamping out clay statues of 
gods and painting them. In a corner three other monks were noisily sawing 
and hammering, making crude wooden furniture. 


From the doorway of what appeared to be a kitchen, judging by the 
unappetising smell which drifted from it, came clouds of blue smoke. A 
monk in a greasy black apron appeared and threw offal to some yapping 


puppies. 


“A charming peaceful scene, is it not?” The Hood said. “Who would think 
that the fate of the world may be decided here?” 


This time Brains said nothing. The Hood might be crazy, but there was an 
air of confidence about him that boded ill for the world that he threatened. 


If men like Karma, remote from contact with international scientists, had 
been able to create androids, maybe transplant human brains into them, 
what other devilish ideas had been spawned by the evil minds that The 
Hood had harnessed to unleash terror upon an unsuspecting world? 


They mounted the steps to the temple portico. Its walls were covered with 
grotesque frescoes depicting horrifying divinities. 


Beyond the portico the enormous temple opened out, dark mysterious and 
oppressive, with an atmosphere which Brains could only describe as evil. 
The only light came from massive silver cup lamps in which butter burned, 
filling the air with writhing, reeking fumes. 


The temple appeared deserted, echoing their footsteps. Yet Brains felt as if 
unseen eyes watched from the gloom of the recesses where huge gilded 
statues stood. 


The Hood led them through the temple with an almost contemptuous stride, 
in strange contrast to Karma, who moved on silent-soled sandals, his hands 
clasped before him, with head slightly bowed, and dark, bony face 
inscrutable. 


At the end of the temple The Hood stopped before a many-armed gilt statue 
and uttered words in a guttural voice. The statue swung away to reveal an 
opening beyond which a light gleamed. Not the yellow smoky light of a 
butter lamp, but the brilliant bluish-white of a modern vapour lamp. 


He gestured to them to enter. “We step once again from the past into the 
future, my friends.” 


Brains felt a quickening of his pulses. But it wasn’t entirely apprehension. 
The scientist and inventor in him could not long be suppressed. What 
wonders of evil science might he be about to see? 


He found himself in a small rock chamber. The statue swung into place 
behind them. The Hood pressed a button and a burnished metal gate in the 
rock wall slid to reveal an elevator cage. They entered and it rose smoothly 
and silently. 


Presently it stopped and they emerged into an austere rock corridor from 
which opened cells which no doubt had once been occupied by monks. 
Most of the heavy doors stood open now and none of the cells seemed to be 
occupied. Apart from a vapour lamp here and there, the only light came 


from a narrow window chiselled through the solid wall at the far end of the 
corridor. 


As The Hood stopped by a closed door, a kuron moved out of the shadows 
and, at a command from Karma, unlocked the door. The girls were ordered 
inside. 


Tin-Tin paused on the threshold and looked back earnestly at Brains. 


“No matter what they threaten to do to me, Brains, don’t you agree to help 
them - please!” In spite of her brave words, there was a tremor in her voice. 


Lady Penelope flashed him a smile. “Chin up, Brains! If the Count of 
Monte Cristo did it, I guess International Rescue can.” 


“Sure!” Brains grinned. 


As the cell door was slammed and bolted on the girls, The Hood regarded 
Brains suspiciously. 


“Who is the Count of Monte Cristo?” he demanded. “And what is it he 
did?” 


Brains blinked at him through his thick glasses. 


“Dear me! Is there really something you dont know, Mister Hood? Your - 
er - education must have been sadly neglected after all.” 


With a vicious snarl The Hood thrust him into another cell which the kuron 
guard had opened. 


“Soon you will not be in the mood for sarcasm, my cerebral friend,” he said 
harshly. 


The door slammed and Brains heard the key turned and sound of heavy 
bolts being shot. 


He looked about him. The cell consisted of bare rock walls, cold to the 
touch from the icy wind that blew through the single small window high up 


on the end wall and which provided the only light. There was a bare stone 
slab for a bed, with a greasy wooden pillow worn smooth by countless 
monkish heads, a crude wooden table and a chair. 


He pushed the table under the window, placed the chair upon it and climbed 
up. The window had no bars and looked wide enough to take his body. 


He was no man of action like the Tracy brothers, but if he could get out of 
the window....... 


The wild, unreasoning hope died abruptly as if frozen by the icy wind that 
lashed his face. 


Below him the rock wall of the monastery fell sheerly away like a precipice 
into an awesome abyss, a chasm so deep that the bottom was lost in gloom. 


And all around, as far as his wind-bleared eyes could see, there was nothing 
but stony ridge upon ridge, crag upon crag, snowy peak upon peak. 


Often had he heard the Himalayas referred to as the roof of the world. Now 
that he was a prisoner here he could no longer doubt the truth of it. 


He clambered down, a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. 


“Our only hope now is Jeff Tracy,” he muttered. “Somehow we must get a 
message to him.” 
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High above the South China Sea, Jeff Tracy looked round as Gordon came 
into the cabin, wiping grease from his hands with a piece of cotton waste. 


“Fuel consumption seems back to normal since you made that emergency 
repair to the feed pipe, son. Reckon it’ll hold till we reach base, or shall I 
touch down at the Phillipines?” 


“Guess itll be okay, Dad. Don’t want to land unless we have to. The fewer 
Paul Prys we have nosing around Thunderbird the better.” 


“Sure. But ll take the long way round via the Solomons and Fiji and the 
Society Islands, just in case we have to make an emergency touch down. 
Take a while longer, but it’s better than having to risk ditching her and 
getting the Navy to fish us out.” 


“We could always get home in Thunderbird Four,” Gordon smiled, sitting 
down behind his father. 


“Yep, and just about make it in time for Christmas. That craft of yours is a 
swell little job, son, but she sure isn’t any ocean greyhound.” 


Jeff fell silent as the great plane hurtled south by east within sight of the 
ragged coastline of the Philippines, on a course that would take it down to 
New Guinea. Gordon, glancing at him now and then, saw that lines of 
worry were etched deeply into his tanned rugged face. 


“Worried about Brains and the girls, Dad?” he asked presently. 


“Aren’t you?” Jeff growled. “But there’s nothing much we can do right 
now, I guess, except keep our fingers crossed and hope Parker gets in touch 
with us soon.” 


“And then?” 


“Depends what he finds out. But we’re going to get them out of that hideout 
if we have to bust the place wide open.” 


“Maybe we ought to wait till Scott and the others get back, anyway.” 


“Figured on doing that. We’ll need ’em. Need Thunderbird One as well, I 
reckon. Besides, we’ve got to give this plane a thorough check before we 
use it on a dangerous mission like that. Might have more trouble than just a 
broken feed pipe. It means an X-ray and electron-microscope inspection for 
hair cracks and metal fatigue.” 


“Sure. If we crashed trying to get them out it would be curtains for all of 
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us. 


“Contact John and see if he’s got any more news of those three space 
tramps.” 


Gordon got John on the television circuit. 


“Alan checked in ten minutes ago, Dad,” he reported from the screen above 
the control bank. “They’re going well. The repair job on the freighter’s 
standing up fine.” 


“Great! Tell ’em to squeeze every last ounce they can out of that tub. We 
need ’em back here as soon as they can make it. And keep your ears peeled 
up there for a message from Parker.” 


“FAB, Dad!” 


Three hours later, when the sun was already plunging below the horizon, 
Thunderbird Two limped home across the last stretch of ocean and touched 
down on the island runway, spun about and rolled backwards into the 
hangar beneath the cliff. 


Jeff puffed out his cheeks and cuffed sweat from his brow. 


“Well, we made it, son,” he said with a hint of pride in his gruff voice. 
“Now let’s get a bite to eat and then get cracking on that overhaul. Guess 
it'll take us till the boys get back.” 


When they entered the lounge, Grandma was waiting for them, her eyes 
suspiciously misty behind her spectacles. 


“My, am I glad to see you boys,” she said. “You had my old heart in my 
mouth all the way across the Pacific.” 


“Where the blazes did you think mine was,” Jeff smiled, hugging her. “Only 
the thought of your apple pies kept me going, Grandma!” 


“Get along with you!” she chided. “You’re getting as bad as your sons. 
Great news about them, isn’t it? We’ll soon have a full quiver again, Jeff.” 


“Yep. You know, Grandma, without those boys around I only feel half the 
man I thought I was —” 


Jeff broke off as he realised that Kyrano had come into the room and was 
looking at him anxiously. 


He put his hand on Kyrano’s shoulder. “Sorry, old friend. We did what we 
could to rescue her, but—” - “I understand, Mister Tracy. It is some 
consolation to me that Tin-Tin is not alone in the power of that man. The 
presence of Miss Penny is most encouraging. And Missus Tracy says while 
there is life there is always the hope.” 


“Sure there is. It’s Brains, that Hood guy really wants. The girls are just 
hostages to try to make him toe the line, and so long as Brains pretends to 
do that, I guess they’ ll be safe enough. Brains is clever enough to be able to 
stall long enough to allow us to find some way of getting to them. 
Meanwhile, there’s Parker ....” 
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Parker hauled himself up the last few feet to the ridge and flattened out, 
letting the tension drain out of his aching muscles. 


“Phew!” he gasped. “I’m getting too old for this caper. Was beginnin’ to 
think I’d picked on Everest by mistake. Woulda bin just me perishin’ luck.” 
On the long climb up the ridge he had been sheltered from the icy wind 
sweeping down from the north. Now it plucked at him, whistling about his 
ears and cutting through the nylon fur lining of his jump-suit to dry the 
sweat on his body. 


Forcing his reluctant limbs to move, he crawled into the lee of a boulder 
and sat there, letting the fierce heat of the high sun thaw him out again. 


“Like bein’ on the blinkin’ Moon,” he muttered. “Freeze to death one side, 
boil the other.” 


He eased the pack from his back and broke open his rations, nibbling a 
vitamin biscuit, his first food for three hours. He had to preserve the rations 


as long as he could. He didn’t know how long he’d be stranded in this rocky 
wilderness and when his supplies were exhausted Well, you couldn’t live 
off the country up here in the clouds. So far he hadn’t seen even an eagle’s 


egg. 


He took a sip of cordial and then stowed the rations away in the pack. For a 
moment he considered jettisoning the carefully-rolled parachute that, 
prompted by a whim, he had brought with him. The slightest redundant 
weight was a drag on him up here where the thin air made breathing an 
effort in itself. 


Then he strapped the parachute to the pack again. 


“Never know when I might need it to get down somewhere again,” he 
growled. “Might be as safe as going over Niagara Falls in a barrel, but it’d 
be a heap better than having to stay up here to be buzzard bait. Now let’s 
take a butcher’s hook and see where we are.” 


He crawled to the far side of the ridge and looked down. His scalp prickled 
and a wave of nausea went through him. 


Heights held few terrors for him. In his days as an expert cracksman and cat 
burglar, he had made some hair-raising climbs to get to safes in offices and 
penthouses, but a drop like this was enough to unnerve the bravest of 
mountaineers. The sun, blazing down into the depths, gleamed on a 
foaming mountain stream; but the sound of it was lost in the whistling of 
the wind. 


“Maybe I’ll be needin’ that parachute yet,” he muttered. 


He raised his eyes, looking out over the chasm to the far ridge. Beyond it 
stretched a wide stony plateau strewn with boulders, and beyond it yet again 
rose higher ridges and beatling crags and, in the distance, white-clad peaks. 


He was conscious of a feeling of despair. “I shoulda kept my big mouth 
shut,” he said aloud, finding morbid satisfaction in hearing the sound of his 
own voice. “But if that swab’s got a hideout around here, it’s got to be 
across there somewhere.” 


Far off against the background of a black mountainside something glinted 
in the sun. He raised his binoculars. At first he could make out little but the 
stark slopes and ridges. Then he saw it, sheer, dark rock walls blending with 
the slopes beyond, only the gleam of coloured tiles upon a pagoda roof 
spoiling its perfect camouflage. 


“Swipe me! Looks like a blinkin’ monastery wot I’ve seen in books,” he 
muttered. “Fellers must be barmy to build a place up there ” 


He paused, chewing over in his mind the idea that had suddenly come to 
him. This appeared to be the one place of habitation in the whole of this 
section of the mountains. Certainly he’d seen none from Thunderbird. What 
better place for a hideout? 


His tiredness dropped from him like a cloak. Taking from a pouch in his 
overall suit an instrument like a sextant, he focused it on the distant 
monastery. 


“Maybe twenty miles away,” he growled. “On the level I could make it in 
twenty-four hours, allowing for darkness.” 


He raised his glasses again, studying the jumbled terrain that separated him 
from the monastery. He could make out what appeared to be the shadowy 
line of a gorge running from it. He traced it slowly backwards. Other gorges 
broke into it, but the main gorge seemed to run right back into the one 
below him. 


Excitement rode him now. If he could get down there and follow the gorge- 


He turned the glasses on the gorge wall below him. It was sheer, forbidding, 
with hardly a place for an eagle to build its eyrie. And then, several hundred 
yards to his right, he saw a ledge running about thirty feet below the rim of 
the ridge, a ledge that twisted downwards. 


“That’s the ticket,” he growled. 


Getting to his feet he made his way along the ridge, leaning against the 
wind. He reached the spot above the start of the ledge, unwound the nylon 


rope from his waist, looped it about a knob of rock, and went carefully 
down. 


A few minutes later he stood on the ledge. As far as he could see with his 
glasses it continued down to the bottom of the chasm. 


His mind made up, he squatted on a rock and took out his radio. 
“TB 5 from FAB 1. Can you read me?” 


“FAB i from space station,” replied John Tracy. “Come in, Parker. I’ve been 
expecting you.” Parker told him about the monastery. 


“T’m going to try to reach it, Mister Tracy. If my luck ’olds [ll make it 
inside twenty-four hours.” 


“FAB, Parker. Maybe by then Dad and the others will be ready to move. 
Good luck!” “Okey-doke!” 


Parker switched off, stowed the radio away, snaked down the nylon line and 
wound it about his waist. Then, his craggy face set grimly, he started down 
into the depths. 


CHAPTER TEN 


The Pit of Suspense 


BRAINS paced his bare cell, swinging his arms and stamping his feet, 
trying to keep warm. Since the sun had plunged beyond the mountain 
peaks, the icy wind had mercifully ceased to whistle through the window. 
But it was still bitterly cold. 


If they didn’t give him blankets, he thought morosely, sleep would be 
impossible. But maybe they didn’t want him to sleep? Maybe this was all 
part of the softening-up process? Would he be able to sleep anyway, with so 
much to worry about? 


What of the girls? Were they being treated any better? The thought of them 
at the mercy of The Hood made him forget his own discomfort. 


Somehow he had got to protect them. It could not be at the price of 
submitting to The Hood’s demands and helping him in his evil schemes. 
But there must be some other way. 


He looked up at the stars framed in the window opening, glittering here 
almost as brightly as they did in space. 


He remembered that, somewhere, out there, the Tracy brothers were 
marooned, and suddenly his own predicament seemed trivial by 
comparison. 


But he might be able to help them if he could get a message out to Jeff 
Tracy, tell him where they were. There must be a radio transmitter 
somewhere in this place. If he could get to it — 


A vapour light flickered above him and then flooded the cell with a white 
glare. He turned as he heard the sound of bolts being drawn. 


The door opened and a kuron guard stood there, regarding him with dull, 
soulless eyes, and pointing a squat weapon at him. 


“Come!” 


It was the first time Brains had heard one of the androids speak. The voice 
was low-pitched, expressionless, with none of the electronic basal quality of 
a robot. 


What would it do if he didn’t obey it? Had it been ordered to shoot him? 
Brains thought not -he would be of no use to The Hood dead. 


He walked out of the cell and the kuron turned and led the way down the 
corridor. Another came out of the shadows to walk behind him. 


The door of the cell into which the girls had been put was shut. Were they 
in it still, or had they already been taken away by kuron guards? 


He was ushered into the elevator and it plunged smoothly downwards. 
Presently it stopped and the gate opened. He expected to step out into the 
small rock chamber behind the temple statue, but instead he found himself 
in another rock passage. This one was well-lighted and windowless and he 
guessed it must be deep in the bed rock of the mountain on which the 
monastery was built. 


His guard marched him along it. At the end, a burnished metal door slid 
back. He was thrust inside and the door slid back behind him, leaving him 
alone in what appeared to be a small lobby. Before him heavy, richly- 
omamented silk curtains hung. A sickly sweet perfume touched his nostrils. 


“Enter, my cerebral friend!” Came the cynical voice of The Hood, 
seemingly from the rock ceiling. “We await our guest of honour.” 


Brains braced himself and stepped forward, pulling the curtain aside. 


Beyond it was a circular chamber with a domed roof, whose rock walls 
were draped by rich tapestries embroidered with dragons and other mythical 
creatures. At intervals stood grotesque effigies of divinities and devils. 
Thick carpets cushioned his feet. Incense burned in braziers. Great ornate 
gold lamps were cunningly fitted with vapour tubes. 


But it was the group sitting cross-legged on cushions about a low table in 
the centre of the room which drew his eyes. 


At one end of the table sat Karma, in his purple robe, his dark bony face 
inscrutable as he looked at Brains. At the other end sat a thick-set man in a 
gold and green embroidered mandarin gown, a mandarin cap on his head. 
His wizened yellow face was smooth-shaven except for a small tuft of black 
beard and long rat-tail moustaches which descended to his shoulders. 


There were four other men at the table, two on either side. They wore dark 
green overall suits. One was an Oriental, possibly a Japanese, thought 
Brains. The others were Westerners. All seemed highly intelligent, 
scholarly. One of the Westerners, an elderly man with a straggly grey beard, 
looked vaguely familiar to Brains. 


But where was The Hood? 


Brains looked about him puzzledly, and then the man in the mandarin robe 
spoke, waving his hand to a cushion on his right. 


“Come, my cerebral friend! Your place is beside me.” 
Brains started, staring in amazement at the man. 


“Of course, you do not recognise me, my young friend. You see but a mask, 
one of many I use so that I may keep my true identity hidden from the 
world. Please sit down. We are about to begin our evening repast.” 


Brains went slowly forward and sat down. There was no point in refusing 
anyway if he wanted to learn something that might enable him to outwit 
The Hood. 


The four men in overall suits did not look at him, and he guessed from their 
blank expressions and dazed eyes that they were in a hypnotic trance. 


“It is better to keep them that way,” The Hood said smoothly. “Occasionally 
their consciences seem to - er - perturb them. I am afraid they are not yet 
completely converted to the work they are doing for me. Allow me to 


introduce you. The Japanese gentleman is Doctor Kiyoto, the others are 
Professor Yarman, Professor Sigmund and -”-he indicated the elderly man 
with the grey beard -“-Doctor Alistair Bogard, a fellow countryman of 
yours, I believe.” 


Brains frowned. So that was why the man had looked familiar! Bogard was 
a brilliant nuclear physicist who had mysteriously disappeared a year 
before. 


“A brilliant staff!” The Hood went on smugly. “To which we will now add 
an intellect perhaps even more brilliant. But before we discuss business, let 
us eat.” 


He struck a gong beside him and a tapestry rose to reveal a doorway 
through which came two kurons dressed in servants’ robes, bearing platters 
of food. 


Brains regarded the platter set before him with vague distaste, remembering 
that evil-smelling kitchen he had seen on his arrival in the courtyard. 


As if reading his thoughts, The Hood said. “Do not be afraid to eat. It has 
been prepared by my own cook.” 


But Brains did not eat. 


“What about Miss Kyrano and Lady Penelope?” he asked. “If you’re 
leaving them in that cold cell without food —” 


“My friend!” The Hood raised his hands in pious protest. “Do you take me 
for a barbarian? They are being well taken care of - extremely well. My 
Lady Penelope complained of the cold when she arrived. I can assure you 
she can have no possible complaint about the warmth of her present - er - 
accommodation.” 


“T’d like to believe that,” Brains said bluntly. 


“You shall see for yourself. Come, Karma! Let our - er - staff get on with 
the meal. We will take our disbelieving young friend to see my lady.” 


The Hood rose and Brains followed him towards the doorway through 
which the servants had come. Karma walked soft-footed behind them. 


Brains felt there was a catch in it somewhere. The Hood’s tone had been too 
mocking. But they were taking him to Lady Penelope, and she was far more 
resourceful in a tight spot than he was. 


Beyond the doorway, The Hood turned into a corridor which led down 
through the solid rock at a slight incline. It was warm here, even warmer 
than it had been in the dining chamber, so it seemed, that part, at least, of 
The Hood’s assurance about Lady Penelope had been sincere. 


Brains glanced round. The silent-moving Karma was just behind him, but 
there were no kuron guards. That was at least something. 


When he joined Lady Penelope it would be two against two. The Hood and 
his assistant would still be more than a match for them physically, but it 
would redress the balance of odds if Penny had been able to conceal one of 
her many ingenious gadgets. 


No doubt The Hood had searched her for the obvious ones, the fake 
lipsticks and fountain pens and brooches. But what about the heels of her 
shoes? An explosive charge in one of them - 


The Hood paused before another burnished metal door and spoke a word. It 
Slid aside, and heat washed out over Brains - a dry heat that had an acrid, 
almost sulphurous tang to it. The gloom beyond the doorway was suffused 
with a dull glow. 


The Hood gestured. 


“Enter, my friend,” he said mockingly. “Your beautiful colleague anxiously 
awaits you.” 


Brains walked slowly through. His mouth was parched, but he knew it 
wasn’t due to the heat. It was the dry taste of fear. 


He halted against the rail of what appeared to be a gallery running above a 
pit. Far below, incredibly far, it seemed, was a reddish glow. He 
remembered once standing on the observation gallery of a smelting furnace 
and looking down into it. There had been a similar acrid smell. 


“Our thermal system, my friend,” The Hood said, coming on to the gallery 
behind him. “A volcanic reservoir that we tap and which provides us with 
all the heat we need. Do not worry. We have taken precautions to ensure 
that it never erupts. If it did, of course, the situation of the monastery would 
be somewhat - er - precarious, like that of my lady.” 


Brains glanced at him. “Where is she?” he demanded. 


The Hood pressed a switch on the wall beside the doorway. Brilliant arc 
lamps flooded the upper part of the pit with blue-white light. 


Brains shut his eyes against the glare, and when he looked again his blood 
seemed to freeze in his veins in spite of the heat rising from the pit below. 


Suspended from the domed roof by a line tied about her wrists, was Lady 
Penelope. She was wearing an overall suit and on her head was a hood 
helmet. Through its perspex visor he could see her blue eyes staring at him 
in mute despair. 


“You - you fiend!” he choked. “You assured me —” 


“That she was well taken care of - that she could have no possible 
complaint about the warmth of her present accommodation.” The Hood 
laughed mirthlessly. “Of course, we had to take the precaution of putting a 
respirator on her. We did not wish her to suffocate. One cannot bargain with 
a corpse, even such a beautiful one as hers.” 


Brains clenched his fists. The Hood had got him where he wanted him. 


“There is a little refinement to which I would draw your attention, my 
cerebral friend.” The Hood went on. “An ingenious little device of Karma’s. 
That line by which she is suspended is metallic. Where it passes through the 
rock ceiling there is a little receptacle. Into it is dripping nitric acid. 


Gradually, it will eat into the line and eventually ----” He laughed coldly. 
“Well, you are a man of imagination, my cerebral friend.” 


Brains licked his lips, looking at Lady Penelope’s agonised face. “She 
knows this?” 


“But, of course! How could she - er - savour the situation if she was in 
ignorance of what was likely to happen to her?” 


“Okay. What do you want me to do?” Somehow he had got to stall, to buy 
Penny a chance. Getting her out of this would be something, anyway. 


But The Hood laughed as if again reading his mind. 


“T shall tell you what you have to do in the laboratory, my friend. But 
meanwhile, my lady remains here. And I would warn you that the acid will 
go on dripping. It will take twelve hours for it to eat completely through the 
line. So you see, it would be unwise of you to try to trick me.” 


Brains drew a deep breath. The fiend left nothing to chance. But twelve 
hours was twelve hours. Twelve hours of mental agony for Penny perhaps, 
but for him maybe a precious period of grace in which to find some way of 
saving her and getting her and Tin-Tin out of this devil’s nest. 


He waved his hand at Lady Penelope. “Hold on, Penny!” he shouted 
encouragingly. “I’ll get you out of this somehow!” 


It was only as he was going back along the corridor with The Hood and 
Karma that he realised the grim humour of what he had said to her. 


When the door closed, Lady Penelope hung there in the gloom of the pit, 
staring down at the dull red glow far below. 


In spite of the respirator and the heat-resistant overalls she was wearing, the 
Sweat was crawling over her. 


Twelve hours - if The Hood was telling the truth. She had no illusions about 
him. Even in the unlikely event of Brains doing what he demanded, The 


Hood wouldn’t release her. She was sure of that. They were all doomed, 
unless one of them, at least, could get away and contact Jeff Tracy. 


Patiently she resumed the task that the opening of the door had interrupted. 
Slowly and methodically, she worked her right wrist around. The overall 
suit had gauntlets which were moulded to the sleeves. But the tough metal 
of the line was chafing through the material as she twisted. Already she 
could feel the rasp of it on her bare skin at one point. 


Slowly she laboured on, biting her teeth now against the pain as the 
material frayed still more and the line cut into her flesh. Blood began to 
trickle down her arm. Sweat from her forehead stung her eyes, half-blinding 
her. 


She lost all sense of time, but at last she became aware that the right 
gauntlet was loose upon her hand. 


Pausing, to ease the strain on her shoulder muscles, she licked the sweat 
that trickled into her mouth. Salt as it was, it brought some little relief to her 
parched mouth. 


She looked down at the red glow. It had an almost hypnotic effect on her. 
Her eyelids drooped. It would have been so easy to have fallen into 
unconsciousness. 


She forced her unwilling arm muscles into action again, raising herself 
slightly by grasping the line and crooking her elbows. With a few deft 
movements of her right hand she managed to work the severed gauntlet 
from it. It fell into the pit and her hand was free. She could feel the heat 
from the molten lava far below on it. 


The rest was comparatively easy, for the line was slack about her wrists 
now that the thickness of the gauntlet had gone. 


Soon she had both hands free and was clinging to the line. She paused for a 
moment or so but she dared not rest too long for, if anything, her danger 
was even greater now. 


Before, she had been at least secure from falling until the line was eaten 
through by the acid. Now only the strength of her grip was between her and 
that awful drop. If her hands tired and lost their hold...... 


In the ruddy glow she could just see the gleam of the gallery rail some 
twenty feet away. Was the line long enough to reach it? 


She began to swing, backwards and forwards, steadily and regularly. To 
spin about would be a waste of energy, might even put so much extra strain 
on her hands that she would be unable to hold on any longer. 


She felt like a human pendulum, and found herself mechanically counting 
the swings, as if she were ticking out the seconds that stood between 
temporary safety - or oblivion. 


It seemed that an eternity passed before she felt her outflung feet graze the 
rail. A few more swings, a little more momentum. She gritted her teeth 
against the pain of her cut wrist and thrust her legs far back. 


This time she was nearer. Again she hurtled over the pit and swung back. 
There was no doubt this time. For an instant her foot rested on the rail, and 
she thrust herself against it like a racing swimmer pushing off from the end 
of the bath. 


It gave her increased velocity. Back she hurtled towards the gallery. 


And then suddenly the door in the wall of the pit chamber slid back, 
allowing light to shaft through the gloom. 


It struck full on her like a searchlight. As she blinked against the sudden 
glare, she saw the green-uniformed figure of a kuron entering. 


There was no time even to think. Instinctively she released her hold on the 
line and hurtled feet first over the gallery rail. 


Before the android’s moronic brain could react, her feet had struck it on the 
chest with the force of a battering ram. 


With a strange, beast-like cry it staggered back and went down, its head 
hitting the rock floor of the passage with a dull thud. 


Lady Penelope twisted cat-like and landed on all fours beside it. She 
snatched the gun from its waist holster, but the kuron did not move. 


“Phew!” she gasped. “The luck of the Creighton Wards!” 


She waited there, gun held ready, in case the kuron's fall had been heard. 
But the passage was deserted. 


Quickly unfastening the respirator helmet, she threw it into the pit. 


“T’m sure it didn’t really suit me,” she murmured, bending and gripping the 
booted feet of the unconscious kuron. 


She dragged it inside and left it on the gallery. She did not know how to 
close the door, so she was forced to leave it open. Even so, she hoped it 
might be some little time before her escape was discovered. Few could have 
reason to come along this passage which seemed to lead only to the 
volcanic pit. 


Warily she walked up the passage, gun in hand. If necessary she would have 
to use it. Nothing must now stand between her and finding Brains and Tin- 
Tin. But she hoped she’d meet a monk and not a kuron. Under the threat of 
the gun, a monk might tell her what she wanted to know. A kuron could tell 
only what it was ordered to tell by its master, Karma. 


She came to a door in the rock wall. It was a wooden door, not a metal one 
operated by an electronic beam or sonic vibrations. 


Gently she pushed it open, found she was looking into a well-lit kitchen 
where modern infra-red ovens contrasted strangely with massive rock 
fireplaces in which a sheep’s carcase roasted on a spit over a blazing wood 
fire. 


There seemed to be no one in the room. She catfooted inside, closed the 
door quietly behind her. If there was another way out of it, she would avoid 


the risk of continuing along that passage down which The Hood of Karma 
might come — 


She checked, hearing a slithering noise behind her. As she started to swing, 
something flashed in the light and struck the gun from her hand. 


She leapt away. A monk in a white apron stood there, a huge carving knife 
in his hand, his dark high-boned face twisted in a vicious snarl. 


He lunged at her. She ducked and twisted, grasping his wrist in a judo hold. 
A lithe jerk of her body and, with a yell of surprise and fear, he was hurtling 
over her shoulder. He hit the stone-flagged floor with a crash and skidded 
into a rack of stew-pans, bringing them clattering down. 


As the din echoed away, she heard excited shouts and the patter of sandalled 
feet beyond a slightly open door. 


She looked round quickly. To run back through the door by which she had 
entered, might be heading into more trouble. She must hide. Seeing an 
opening screened by a leather sheet beside the big fireplace, she darted 
through it - and then the floor seemed to give way beneath her. 


She realised she was plunging down a steep slippery chute. 


Desperately she tried to check herself by pressing her arms against the side, 
but they were slimy and afforded no purchase. 


Down she hurtled. She thought that nightmare plunge would never end. 


And then suddenly she found she was out of the chute. Ice cold air was 
flowing about her and above her tumbling body the stars were gleaming. 


Down she plunged. Down ... down ... down into darkness. 
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In the kitchen above, The Hood and Karma listened to the volube 


explanations of the terrified cook, who cringed before them on hands and 
knees. 


“So the fair-haired one went down the rubbish chute?” The Hood said, with 
a harsh laugh. “You are an idiot, Cheang. But you are too good a cook to 
waste or you would follow her into the abyss, to provide a meal for the 
vultures. Get back to your work, fool!” 


“Yes, Master!” 


The cook crawled backwards until he deemed he was far enough from the 
august presence of his terrible master to rise to his feet. 


The Hood turned away. 


“Come, Karma! We will return to the laboratory. But we will not tell our 
cerebral friend that her ladyship has inadvertently removed herself from this 
life. He might not be so willing to assist us if he knew we no longer had her 
as a hostage.” 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Ambush 


LADY PENELOPE opened her eyes. She was lying on her back. Above her 
she could see the sky between the dark walls of the gorge. It was like aa 
river of blue, rippled by white fleecy clouds. 


Every fibre of her body seemed to ache, her head was thumping and her 
forehead seemed stiff and sore. She put her hand to it and found it was 
strapped with surgical plaster. Sitting up, with an effort that sent pain lacing 
through her back, she saw that she had been lying on a folded nylon 
parachute, placed over the brush to form a crude but comfortable bed. 


Feet crunched on gravel, and from the corner of her eye she saw a green- 
suited figure coming through the thorny scrub at the foot of the rock wall. 


She caught her breath in dismay, thinking it was a kuron, and then a familiar 
craggy face came into her line of vision. 


“Parker!” she gasped. 
“M’ lady!” 


He bent over her, smiling with relief. “Was beginnin’ to get real worried 
about you, m’lady. Nothin’ didn’t seem to be broken, but you’d took a nasty 
crack on the ’ead.” 


She winced. “You don’t have to tell me, Parker. You wouldn’t have such a 
thing as an....” 


“Hasprin, m’lady? I appear to ’ave everythin’ but the kitchen sink in me 
survival pack. I’ll go and take a butcher’s hook... Wot’s wrong, m’lady?” he 
asked anxiously as she shuddered. 


“Nothing, Parker. Your remark brought back the memory of an unpleasant 
encounter with a butcher’s knife. Please get the aspirin.” 


“Very well, m’lady.” 


Parker went into the scrub and returned a few moments later carrying a 
small phial of tablets and a steaming collapsible aluminium mug. 


“Sorry this ain’t your usual mornin’ char, m’lady, but them Yanks don’t 
seem to pervide the beverage in their survival packs.” 


“Them - er - Yanks being the Tracys?” 
“Yes, m’lady. ?Ow many lumps - er - I mean haspirins?” 
“Two please, Parker.” 


She swallowed the tablets and sipped the hot coffee, then looked up in awe 
at the towering chasm wall. 


“How did I fall all that way without smearing myself over the landscape, 
Parker?” 


“You did not fall all that way, m’lady. You was caught up in some bushes on 
a igh ledge. I ’appened to be passin’ and saw the sun on your ’air. I told 
meself there was only one person wot it could belong to out ’ere, so I 
climbed up and —” 


“Brought me down? You make it all sound so easy, Parker.” 


“Compared with wot I’ve ’ad to negotiate since I baled out yesterday, 
m’lady, it was quite a picnic.” He told her how Thunderbird Two had 
dropped him and he had found his way through the gorges. He also briefed 
her on all that had happened since she and Brains and Tin-Tin had been 
kidnapped by The Hood at Woolamoroo a week before. 


“Dear me,” she murmured. “Is it really only a week? It seems years since I 
had a decent change of clothes, Parker.” She indicated the heat-resistant 
suit. “I don’t think this is really me, do you, Parker?” 


“Well, no, m’lady. But on the other ’and, bein’ so tough, it probably saved 
you from some nasty habrasions.” 


“You have a point there, Parker.” 


She told him how she came to fall into the gorge and what the situation was 
back in the monastery. "Where is it, by the way, Parker?” 


“A couple of miles up the gorge, m’lady. I thought it hexpedient to bring 
you back ’ere so we wasn’t seen from the monastery.” 


“Somehow we must get back inside, Parker. Now I am no longer - er - 
available, I’m afraid The Hood will focus his attentions on Tin-Tin to try to 
coerce Brains into working for him.” 


“With respect, m’lady. You ain’t fit to go gallivantin’ up them precipices. 
Besides, in daylight we’d be like sittin’ ducks. Might I suggest we wait till 
Mister Tracy can render hassistance?” 


“Maybe you’re right, Parker. I’m sure Brains will be able to stall for quite a 
while yet, so Tin-Tin will be in no real immediate danger. You’d better 
contact Jeff.” 


“T’ve already done so, to let im know I’d found you, m’lady. But ’e can’t 
make a move yet because Thunderbird Two is temporarily ’ors de combat, 
as it were, and Mister Scott and the others won’t be back from space for 
some hours.” 


“Well, get in touch with him again, Parker. Tell him we’ll hang on here till 
he can send help.” 


“Yes, m’ lady.” 
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Jeff and Gordon, in their workshop overalls were waiting when the small 
Supermarine jet touched down on the moonlit surface of the lagoon and 
taxied alongside the jetty. 


Jeff greeted his three sons warmly when they leapt out of the cockpit. 


“Well, that space trip doesn’t seem to have hurt you guys any,” he growled. 
“But, gee, it’s sure good to see you all safe back.” 


“You can say that again,” Gordon said. 


“You’d have seen us sooner,” Scott told them, “but we had the dickens of a 
time finding a selfpilot sea-plane we could hire.” 


“Sure did,” said Virgil. “Plenty of guys were falling over themselves with 
offers to fly us out for free when they knew we were International Rescue.” 


“But that was right out,” Alan put in. “Just let one rubberneck know where 
this island is, and the tourists would be queuing up overnight.” 


“And our work would be impossible,” Jeff agreed. “What about the Mole? 
You brought it back in the freighter, of course.” 


“Sure - and The Hood’s helijet,” Virgil said. “We might be able to learn 
something from that. They’re both under tight security guard at the 
Spaceport.” 


“Fine.” Jeff looked at Scott. “Sure hate to rush you, son, when you’ve just 
burned up a hundred and fifty million miles, but how soon can you blast off 
in Thunderbird One?” 


“Right away, Dad. Guess there’s no time to lose.” 


On their flight from the lunar freighter base in the Andes, where they’d 
touched down two hours ago, Jeff had briefed his sons as to the situation at 
the Tibetan monastery. 


As they went up to the house Jeff said: “As I radioed you, Penny and Parker 
are holed up in a deep gorge a couple of miles from the monastery. Penny 
says it runs almost due east and she figures if you approach from that 
quarter you can fly low along the gorge out of sight of the monastery. 
Parker will guide you in with a code signal, Scott.” “That’s swell. Pll make 
it in less than an hour.” They mounted the steps to the lounge. “Thunderbird 
Two will follow as soon as we get her airworthy,” Jeff went on. We’ve been 


working round the clock on her, but it’Il be a few hours before she’s ready. 
Better squeeze a passenger into your cabin. You’ll need help out there, 
Scott.” “Seniority counts,” Virgil said. “Guess I’ll go along.” 


“Relax!” Gordon told him. You’ll be needed to pilot Thunderbird Two. I’ll 
go.” 


“Pipe down, you two!” Alan said. “This isn’t just a matter of rescuing Tin- 
Tin and Brains. We’ve got to get the space ship away, too - my space ship!” 


“Alan’s right, boys,” Jeff growled, “but I’m sure proud of the way you all 
want to stick your necks out.” 


When they entered the lounge, Scott crossed it and stood in one of the semi- 
circles formed on the polished floor by the scalloped edge of the carpet, his 
back to the wall. Alan took his place in front of him, also facing into the 
room, his toes just clear of the carpet edge. 


It was not usual for two to board Thunderbird One, but this was an 
emergency in which routine had to be waived. 


Scott raised his hands and grasped the lamp brackets fixed to the wall on 
either side of his head. 


Hidden machinery whirred softly, and a wall panel and the section of floor 
on which the brothers stood, pivoted, taking them from view. The inner side 
of the wall panel slid smoothly into place and left the lounge just as it had 
been before, with an identical pair of lamp brackets. 


Beyond the wall, Alan and Scott found themselves facing the nose of 
Thunderbird One, which stood on its tail in a vast concrete pit hangar 
burrowing deep into the island bedrock. 


Scott removed his hands from the lamp brackets and a moving bridgeway 
carried the brothers across the gap into the open hatch of the rocket plane. 


From the lounge window, Jeff and the others watched the swimming pool 
move slowly sideways, sliding beneath the stone-flagged patio to reveal the 


dark launching pit below. 


Rockets thundered, the sound amplified by the confines of the pit. The nose 
cone of the plane appeared, gleaming like silver in the moonlight. Slowly it 
rose on flaring rocket gases, then with a whooshing roar hurtled up into the 
night sky, curving westwards to chase the sun beyond the horizon. 


“My!” Grandma said. “They’re no sooner here than they’ve gone again. 
And I baked them some apple pies as a welcome-home treat.” 


“They’ll keep,” Jeff growled. He tumed to Virgil and Gordon. “Come on, 
boys! Let’s get cracking on Thunderbird Two. Guess she’ll be needed, if 
only to air lift after those two have the trouble-shooting.” * * * 


Forty-three minutes later Thunderbird One, wings extended, touched down 
on a gravel flat beside the foaming stream in the bottom of the gorge where 
Lady Penelope and Parker were waiting. 


“You were right, Penny,” said Scott as he and Alan alighted. “We were able 
to fly in under cover of the gorge walls for over twenty miles. Guess we 
couldn’t be seen from the monastery or picked up on radar.” 


Alan looked up at the sheer dark wall above them. “How do we get up 
there?” 


“Looks like we’Il need suction pads to turn us into human flies,” Scott said. 


“It’s probably much easier going below the monastery,” Lady Penelope 
suggested. “Parker climbed a good way up to rescue me. Let’s reconnoitre.” 


“And leave Thunderbird here unguarded?” asked Alan dubiously. 

"Pll stay and keep me eye on ’er,” Parker volunteered. 

“Okay,” said Scott. “If you smell trouble, bleep us.” 

Rapidly Scott and Alan and Lady Penelope made their way up the gorge. 


Rarely did they see a place where the sheer wall above them seemed to 
offer even a precarious foothold. 


Half an hour later they were crouched among the boulders and scrub beside 
the stream, looking up to where the pagoda roofs of the monastery were 
etched against the sky. 


The wall was more broken here, with crevices and ledges to which clung 
clumps of dry brush. 


“Maybe we could get up there with ropes and spikes,” Scott said, inspecting 
the face of the cliff through binoculars. “But it would take a long time, and 
anyone looking out of one of those windows might spot us.” 


“We could wait till sundown,” Alan suggested. 
“That must be three-four hours away,” said Scott. 


“Sure don’t like the idea of kicking our heels down here that long. We’d 
hate our insides afterwards if we found we got to Brains and Tin-Tin too 
late.” 


Lady Penelope frowned. “If you do climb up you’ve still got to get into the 
monastery without being seen. Of course, there’s the chute I fell through, 
but I doubt if you’d get up that without help. It was steep and slippery.” 


“The monastery’s been perched up there for centuries,” Scott mused. “How 
have the monks or lamas or whatever they call ’em got to it all that time?” 


“There’s a gateway on the other side, leading out on to a mountain track,” 
she said. “That’s the way they bring in the yaks and horses and the grain.” 
“Grain?” Scott looked at her eagerly. “That means a fields to grow it in, 
terraced fields maybe. Sounds as though that side could be climbed without 
tackle.” 


“Sure,” said Alan. “And then what do we do -knock on the front door and 
say we’re International Rescue and please can we have our Brains” - “We’|l 
cross that bridge when we come to it, kid,” Scott cut in. “The main thing is 
to get up there.” 


A bleeping from his radio interrupted him. He spoke into the microphone. 
“TI. R. Come in, Parker. What’s wrong?” 


“We’ve got company comin’, Mister Tracy. I can see ’em through the 
glasses, coming down a ledge into the gorge, two-three miles away. Coupla 
queer yobs with what look like ’airy cows.” 


“Yaks, I guess. Could be they’re making for the monastery,” Scott’s face 
tightened. “We’ll have to deal with ’em somehow or they’ll give the game 
away. We’ll be right with you, Parker.” 


They hurried back to where Parker, gun in hand, was standing under one of 
the wings of Thunderbird One, looking down the gorge. 


“Lost sight of ’em once they got to the bottom,” he said. “But they can’t be 
far away. ’ Ark!” 


The faint tinkling of yak bells echoed from the high walls. 


“Could be a pair of peaceful guys taking merchandise to the monastery,” 
Scott said. “On the other hand they might be The Hood’s men - part of the 
front he keeps up here to disguise what he’s really up to. We can’t take any 
chances. Penny, stop here with Parker. Come with me, Alan.” 


The brothers moved stealthily down the gorge, avoiding rocks and stones 
that might have fallen and echoed a warning to the men coming up it. 


Reaching a bend, they crouched down behind a jumble of boulders and 
peered out. 


Some two hundred yards away, was a man with a red robe visible under his 
bulky sheepskin shuba jacket, and wearing a big helmet-shaped fur cap 
with ear flaps. He was walking with a staff and leading the first of three 
shaggy yaks laden with packs. Bringing up the rear was another Tibetan 
dressed like the first. 


“Those red robes mean they’re lamas - or pretending to be,” Scott 
whispered. “Could be a lucky break for us after all, kid.” 


“T don’t see how —” 


“You will. We’ll use knockout bullets. Take the first guy, I'll take the one 
behind. And don’t miss. If they’re The Hood’s men they might be armed - 
and I guess they won’t use knockout bullets.” 


They drew their machine pistols and snapped the yellow barrels into 
position. Each miniature bullet in the magazines held enough drug to 
anaesthetize instantly anyone whose skin it punctured. 


Slowly the little caravan approached. There was no sound but the swishing 
of the foaming stream, the tinkling of the bells that swung about the necks 
of the shaggy, short-legged beasts of burden and the occasional clink of a 
stone rolling from under their hooves. 


The leading monk was only twenty yards away when Scott whispered, 
“Now!” 


They fired simultaneously. Alan’s man checked as if stung and then spun 
and went down almost under the hooves of the leading yak, which veered 
away with an agitated tinkling of its bell. 


But Scott’s man didn’t go down. He halted, staring in surprise at his 
companion. Realising that the man’s thick shuba must have acted as 
armour, Scott took aim again, this time at his legs. But in doing so he 
exposed himself to view. 


With incredible swiftness the man flung himself sideways and rolled behind 
some boulders, and Scott’s bullet missed him by feet. The next instant the 
man’s staff was thrust between the boulders. There was a flash and 
something plopped into the rock beside Scott to burst in a little cloud of 
pungent fumes. 


Holding his breath, Scott flung himself back, and then went limp, head and 
shoulders just visible beyond the cover of the boulders. 


“Scott!” Alan gasped. 


“T’m okay,” he whispered fiercely. “But maybe that guy thinks the gas got 
me. Make sure you don’t miss if he shows himself.” 


“Okay! bB) 


Alan peered between the boulders, his gun aimed ready. For a few moments 
nothing happened. The yaks had halted and were browsing unconcernedly, 
on some coarse grass beside the stream. 


Then slowly, his staff held ready like a rifle, the monk rose from behind his 
cover, looking at the prostrate, unmoving figure of Scott. 


Alan waited until he was sure of his target. Then he fired at the red robe 
showing through the open shuba. With a little gasp the man dropped the 
staff and pitched forward across the rocks. 


Scott got to his feet. “Phew, that was a near one, kid.” 
“What was that gas - anaesthetic?” 


“Sure, permanently. From the whiff I got I’d say it was cyanide. More 
effective in a confined space than here. The breeze has dispersed it already.” 
“Swell little toy.” 


“What else d’you expect if they’re on The Hood’s payroll?” Scott smiled 
grimly. “But they’re our passports into that monastery.” 


Alan stared at him. “You mean ?” 


“That you and I are going to join the priesthood or whatever they call it - 
and go in the front door.” Alan grinned. “Okay. But I bag the least smelly of 
those rigouts.” 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


Monastery Showdown 


THE TRACK zig-zagged up the mountain between the narrow terraced 
fields where primitive wooden ploughs had turned the shallow soil for 
centuries. Now most of them were neglected and weed-grown. But in some, 
sickly ripening corn swayed, while in others root crops waged a losing 
battle with blue and yellow poppies. 


The tinkling of the yak bells drifted on the cold breeze until it was lost in 
the dull booming that came from the frowning monastery above. 


“What’s that noise?” Alan asked. 


His face was unrecognisable beneath its veneer of dark berry stain and dirt, 
his tell-tale fair hair hidden by the big fur cap pulled down almost to his 
eyes. 


“Sounds like a drum - calling the faithful to prayer,” Scott muttered. “I read 
the lamas sometimes bang a drum at prayer time. That could help us.” 


“How?” 


“There’ll be less of ’em around. They retire to their cells and turn their 
prayer wheels. At least the pukka ones do. We’ll only have the phoneys to 
worry about.” 


“They’ ll be the most dangerous. And then there are those kurons Penny told 
us about. Bet they won’t pray.” 


“We’ll start worrying about them later. The great thing is to get inside. 
From then on we’|l have to play it off the cuff, kid.” 


Leaning on the staves which cunningly concealed the lethal gas guns, they 
trudged on towards the arched gateway of the monastery. In their red robes, 
dirty shubas and fur hats, they looked from a short distance like the men 


who now lay unconscious in the gorge, guarded by Lady Penelope and 
Parker. 


“What did you bring Parker’s parachute for?” asked Alan as they neared the 
gateway. 


“Had a hunch it might come in useful. Now don’t forget, kid. If anyone 
talks to us, just grunt -and keep your hand near your pistol.” 


The great walls now towered above them, shutting off the warming rays of 
the fast-sinking sun. The walls were pitted with cell windows. In the past, 
Scott thought, the monastery had housed hundreds, if not thousands of 
monks. Now, if Lady Penelope was right, there seemed to be comparatively 
few; sufficient only to provide The Hood with the cover he needed to carry 
on his evil work without interference from the outside world. 


The outer gates, ornamented with red lacquer work, stood open, and 
probably would not be shut till nightfall. They passed through and along a 
passage that ran beneath the cell blocks. The booming of the drums was 
loud now. 


As they emerged into the main courtyard, a furious baying greeted them. 
Nervously Scott eyed the huge dogs chained to the wall a few yards from 
the gateway. Lady Penelope had warmed him about them, but seeing them in 
the flesh was something again. 


The savage beasts hurled themselves to the full length of their chains before 
falling back with ferocious snarls of baffled rage. Scott gripped his pistol 
tightly under his robe. 


“Don’t seem to approve of us,” muttered Alan. “Reckon they smell a rat.” 

“T wouldn’t know. But if those chains break, I’m shooting. Keep moving. I 
don’t know where we’d be expected to deliver the tea in these packs, but 
we'll hitch the yaks near the entrance to the main temple over there and 


skip inside. Okay?” 


“You’re the boss.” 


The courtyard was almost deserted. In one comer two red-robed monks 
were busy at some task in the shadow of a carved cloister. They took no 
notice of the disguised brothers. Of the kurons Lady Penelope had told them 
about they saw no sign. 


They reached the far side of the courtyard, tied the lead rope of the yaks to a 
ring in the wall, and then walked with what they considered the unhurried 
dignity of lamas towards the portico of the large temple. From inside came 
the booming of the drum. 


In the portico, carvings of horrific divinities seemed to writhe on the walls, 
as if performing a grotesque ritual dance to the slow rhythm of the drum. 


Scott and Alan went into the temple. In the light of the big silver butter 
lamps, it appeared peopled with shadowy phantoms. After the clean cold air 
of the mountain, the reek of the oily fumes almost turned Scott’s stomach. 


He tugged Alan’s sleeve and they moved to one side of the entrance, so that 
they were not silhouetted against the light from the courtyard. 


For a few moments they stood there, letting their eyes become accustomed 
to the gloom, listening. 


But all they could hear was the monotonous boom-boom of the drum. It 
rumbled like distant thunder against the domed ceiling and throbbed in their 
ears with an almost hypnotic effect. 


“Wish that guy would change his tune,” Scott muttered into his brother’s 
ear. “Let’s go! Penny said the idol was at the far end.” 


Keeping to the deeper shadows at the side, they moved warily round the 
temple. Huge gilded statues jeered down at them in the flickering yellow 
light of the lamps, as if enjoying some secret joke at their expense. 


The booming of the drum was becoming louder. Then suddenly they saw 
the drummer. 


Beyond the crudely-stuffed stinking hides of a yak and a mule suspended 
from the ceiling of a small side temple, a red-robed monk was squatting 
before a vast statue with countless arms and many heads. As he intoned his 
prayers, the lama was slowly and deliberately on a big drum hanging in a 
wooden frame. 


Scott urged his brother on, and presently they were standing before the 
many-armed gilded statue which Lady Penelope had said hid the entrance to 
the secret part of the monastery where Brains and Tin-Tin were prisoners, 
and from which she had escaped. 


“Now what?” Alan asked. “Penny said there was a sonic lock, operated by 
The Hood’s voice —” “That’s why I brought this frequency modulator from 
Thunderbird,” Scott said, taking a small black box from under his robe. 
“The Hood might have spoken a combination of frequencies, but the odds 
are there’s a single frequency that springs the lock - fairly low, I guess, as I 
remember The Hood’s voice. We’ll try, anyway, before we use the laser 
beam.” 


Scott switched on the modulator and watched the illuminated needle creep 
up. He could hear nothing above the throbbing of the drum. 


“That’s it!” Alan suddenly exclaimed. 


Scott switched off, his pulses quickening when he saw the gilded statue 
Swinging aside to reveal a cavity from which came the blue-white light of a 
vapour lamp. 


They entered the small rock chamber beyond, cautiously drawing their 
machine pistols under their robes; knowing that from now on whoever they 
met must be one of The Hood’s men. Behind them the statue swung back 
into place, cutting off the booming of the drum. 


Scott indicated a burnished metal door on the rock wall. “Must be the 
elevator Penny mentioned,” he whispered. “There’s a button.” 


He found the button and pressed it. The gate opened, they stepped into the 
elevator, and the gate closed silently. Scott studied the symbols on the row 


of buttons in a panel beside the gate. They were strange to him, but Lady 
Penelope had said that she, Brains and Tin-Tin had been imprisoned on the 
top floor. He had to take a gamble. He pressed the topmost button. Only by 
the flicking on and off in the lights behind the buttons could he tell that the 
elevator was rising. Presently it stopped and the gate slid back. 


Beyond was a passage with ancient wooden doors standing open to reveal 
bare rock-walled cells. 


He nodded to Alan and they brought their pistols from under their robes and 
stepped out side by side, swinging slightly so that each was covering one 
end of the passage with his weapon. 


And then Scott froze. But it was not of his own volition. He found he could 
not move. His pistol dropped from his hand. There was a strange tingling 
sensation going through his body. He tried to call to Alan, whom he could 
see from the corner of his eyes, transfixed like himself, but no sound would 
come. It was as though even his larynx was paralysed. 


Force field, he thought. 


From a long way off, it seemed, he heard a harsh chuckling. Then into his 
view, along the passage, came a powerful figure with wizened yellow face, 
long rat-tail moustache and tuft of black beard, arms folded inside the wide 
Sleeves of a green and gold mandarin gown. Just behind him was a lean, 
sinister looking Tibetan in purple robe and hair skull-cap. 


He didn’t have to guess who they were. Lady Penelope had told him of the 
new disguise The Hood had adopted in his monastery hideout, and of 
Karma, his sinister lama scientist, who had created the kurons. 


Four of these androids in olive-green battle dress now appeared from the 
shadows behind The Hood and Karma, moving with machine-like 
precision, their dark mongoloid features devoid of intelligence. 


The Hood made a gesture and Scott became aware that the tingling 
sensation had gone, leaving him strangely weak. 


“So we walked into a trap,” Alan said bitterly. 


“Precisely, my stupid International Rescue friends,” sneered The Hood. 
“Did you delude yourselves that you could operate the sonic lock in the 
temple without giving an alarm? You have come to seek your cerebral 
friend and the so-lovely Tin-Tin?” He bowed mockingly, his deep-set eyes 
gleaming with malicious amusement behind his mask. “I will take you to 
them. But first, a little precaution.” 


At a word from Karma, the kurons surrounded the brothers. They stripped 
off the shubas and monk’s robes, to reveal their International Rescue 
uniforms, and searched them. 


The Hood laughed contemptuously when the laser beam was taken from 
Scott. 


“So you come prepared for every eventuality, Tracy? What a waste of 
effort! That climb up the mountainside - so fatiguing! You would have done 
as well to have parachuted into the courtyard. But come, your friends will 
be glad to learn they are not alone in their - er - extremity.” 


He turned and led the way along the corridor. At Karma’s command, the 
kurons marched Scott and Alan after him, while Karma brought up the rear. 


They descended in another elevator and emerged into a rock passage, at the 
end of which a door slid aside to admit them to a huge brilliantly-lighted 
laboratory, where electronic equipment hummed and clicked and bleeped. 
Three or four figures in green overall suits were working at benches or 
operating computer banks. 


Scott looked at them eagerly, but none of them was Brains or Tin-Tin. 


“Your friends are not here, Tracy,” The Hood said, as if reading his 
thoughts. “They are engaged on a special task, important to my plans to 
impose my will upon the world.” 


He led the way through the laboratory to another door at the far end. It slid 
aside to reveal a smaller circular laboratory. 


They entered, and Karma and two of the kurons followed. At a word from 
Karma, the androids took up their position by the door, weapons at the 
ready. 


The laboratory was dominated by a big sphere on a tripod stand. Coloured 
lights winked on its dark surface at irregular intervals. 


They passed round it and then Scott saw Brains. 


He was sitting at a bench with an elderly grey-bearded man in green 
overalls, pouring over a blue print. 


He looked up and gasped with astonishment. 
“Scott! Alan! How—” 


“They came to rescue you, my cerebral friend,” The Hood said, “but failed 
miserably.” He bowed to Scott and Alan. “Permit me to introduce Doctor 
Bogard, the eminent nuclear physicist.” 


The grey-bearded man stared at them, his face inscrutable. It was 
impossible to know what he was thinking. 


“Doctor Bogard and your cerebral friend are kindly collaborating on my 
latest brain child.” The Hood waved his hand at the sphere. “This, of 
course, is merely a model. The real thing will be a hundred times as large. 
Observe!” 


He pressed a button on the bench and the sphere became a globe of the 
world, with the continents in relief. Scott noticed that the flashing lights 
were all on the land masses. 


“Do you notice anything significant about the lights, Tracy?” asked The 
Hood. 


Scott stared and then said, “They seem to mark the locations of the major 
Cities.” 


“Precisely. When the real weapon is launched into space, it will become a 
stellite, orbiting the earth every hour. And once each hour every one of 
those cities will be under the threat of instant annihilation from nuclear 
devices fired from the satellite. All that is necessary is to press a button in 
this laboratory and the pre-selected target will be obliterated.” 


The Hood laughed coldly. "Several, of course, could be obliterated at once, 
but that will probably not be necessary. If the rulers of the world do not 
accede to my initial demands perhaps one or two demonstrations of my 
power will be sufficient to bring them to their senses.” 


Scott stared at him incredulously. “You must be crazy if you think you can 
get away with this. It'll never work.” 


The Hood’s eyes gleamed. "You underestimate the genius of your cerebral 
friend. Doctor Bogard completed the nuclear missile part of the project 
some time ago. We needed an electronics genius to round off the plan. Now 
- well, it is just a question of time, is it not, my cerebral friend?” 


Brains blinked at him through his horn rims. “Er - yes, I suppose it is.” 


“Brains!” Alan gasped. “Have you gone crazy too - collaborating with this 
fiend?” 


The Hood laughed mirthlessly. “He had no choice. Look behind you.” 


Scott and Alan turned. The Hood pressed a button and a panel in the wall 
became illuminated. Scott’s throat tightened painfully when he saw Tin-Tin. 
Her ankles and wrists manacled, she was spreadeagled in an upright 
position behind the transluscent screen as if in an aquarium tank. Her lovely 
dark eyes were fixed on him in desperate appeal. 


A little below her right foot was a needle beam of intense white light. 


“That light is a laser beam,” The Hood said gloatingly. “It is moving 
upwards at the rate of a millimetre an hour. In twenty-four hours it will 
reach her foot. Then it will proceed up her leg, giving a spur to the efforts of 
your cerebral friend to find a solution to the problem I have set him. It is not 


likely to be fatal, of course, till it reaches her brain, so he has quite a little 
time, possibly ten days —” 


“You fiend!” 


Rage blazed through Scott and, forgetting the kuron guards, he smashed his 
fist into The Hood’s masked face. He hurtled back across the laboratory and 
hit some uncased electronic equipment. Something smashed and blue 
sparks played about him. With a groan he sank to the floor. 


Snatching up a metal chair, Scott smashed the panel behind which Tin-Tin 
was imprisoned. The manacles were spring clips and he soon had her free. 


“Scott! Oh, Scott!” she moaned as she fell forward into his arms. “It was so 
terrible ” 


"Snap out of it, honey!” he said brusquely. 


“We’ve got to get out of here fast, before The Hood’s sidekicks outside 
realise what’s happening.” He helped her out and handed her over to Alan. 
“Get cracking, Brains. Ill bring up the rear.” He looked grimly at Doctor 
Bogard, “Don’t try to stop us, Doc.” 


Bogard smiled. “Far from stopping you, Tracy, I will come with you. I think 
your young friend will vouch for the fact that I was no more a willing party 
to this than he was.” 


“That’s right, Scott,’ Brains said. “We were in fact - er - engaged in 
formulating a plan of escape when you arrived.” 


“Okay, Doc,” Scott grinned. “Glad to have you along. What about those 
guys in the next room?” 


“They have all been coerced, forced to work under hypnosis most of the 
time. I think they’Il come, too.” 


“Okay. Let’s go!” 


The kurons by the door made no attempt to stop them. Scott snatched their 
guns from them as he went out. The men working in the outer laboratory 
looked round curiously as they all appeared. 


Bogard called to them. “The kurons are powerless. This is our chance to 
escape. Come on!” 


The men left their benches and joined them. At the outer door stood the 
other two kurons who had searched Scott and Alan in the upper passage. 
One still held their machine pistols, but it did not resist, when they took 
them. 


“What about the space ship, Scott?” Alan asked as they hurried down the 
corridor beyond. “I’m not going without it.” 


“That’s miles away, Alan,” said Brains. “We came here from an 
underground hangar in a vacuum tube car.” 


“Professor Sigmund will show you how to get there,” Bogard said, 
indicating one of the other scientists. “He was responsible for building the 
tube. He knows how to open the airlocks.” 


Sigmund nodded eagerly. “Yes, I show you.” “Okay,” Scott said. “Reckon 
you can get all these fellows into the rest bay at a pinch, Alan. That’s the 
best way out, I guess.” 


“What about you, Scott?” 


“T’ll get back to Thunderbird One the way I came, once I’ve seen you safely 
off.” 


Sigmund knew how to operate the sonic locks. He quickly led them to the 
rock chamber behind the statue in the temple. When the door into the 
temple swung open, the drum was still booming. They all passed through. 


Then Doctor Bogard, who was bringing up the rear with Scott, stopped. 


“T must go back,” he said. “I have forgotten something.” 


“Are you crazy?” Scott asked. “If Karma comes round he’|I have the kurons 
after us.” 


“T must go, Tracy! It is very important. Do not wait for me. I know another 
way out.” 


“T’ll come back with you, Doc.” 


“No, please! It would be risking the lives of all the others. Hurry after them 
- see them safely away and then save yourself. But hurry! You are right 
about Karma. He will not be unconscious long, but he will not stop me 
doing what I want to do.” 


He vanished behind the statue again and it swung into position behind him. 
Scott frowned. “Karma would not stop him. What did he mean?” 
“Scott! Hurry!” 


Scott realised that the booming of the drums had stopped and that Alan’s 
urgent cry was echoing through the temple. 


He turned and ran towards the rectangle of light that marked the entrance. 
When he reached the courtyard, the others were hurrying across it to a stone 
outbuilding on the far side. The dogs chained by the gateway were baying 
in savage anger, straining at their chains. 


A monk came out of a doorway under one of the cloisters, stared at them 
for a moment and then raised a staff. Scott fired as he ran and the monk 
collapsed without a sound as the tiny anaesthetic missile punctured his 
neck. 


Scott dashed into the outbuilding, ran down the stone passage and into the 
ancient granary chamber where the others waited. 


“Where’s Doctor Bogard?” Brains asked. 


“He went back for something. He said it was very important.” 


Brains blinked. “I think I know what it was, Scott. If our plan for escape 
had failed he was going to set a nuclear device working in the laboratory.” 
“The blazes he was!” Scott gasped. “No wonder he told me to make sure to 
get away. You’d better get cracking fast.” 


“What about you, Scott?” asked Alan. 


“T’ve got my own way out,” Scott grinned. He indicated the parachute pack 
on his back that the kurons hadn’t taken when they’d stripped his lama 
disguise from him. 


“Scott, you’ll never make it.” 


“Like to have a bet on that? Get cracking, Alan! Get the others away. That’s 
an order.” 


“Okay. But I sure don’t like it.” 


With a backward glance at his brother, Alan followed the others through the 
airlock into the hatch of the vacuum car. 


The airlock door was closed and Scott was alone in the chamber. 


He went back down the passage and peered out into the courtyard. Monks 
had come out of the cloisters and were bending over the unconscious figure 
of the lama he had knocked out with his anaesthetic bullet. 


A dozen yards away was a Stone stairway leading up the rock wall to the 
roof of the cell block above him. 


He darted for it and was on the stairway before a monk spotted him and 
shouted an alarm. 


Keeping his head below the stone balustrade, Scott raced up the time-worn 
stairs. 


As he reached the roof something burst against the wall behind him. He 
caught a faint whiff of gas. Holding his breath, he scrambled across the 
roof, out of sight of the courtyard. 


From below came excited cries and the patter of sandal-shod feet. He 
looked over the edge of the roof. Below him the wall fell into the gorge, 
which dropped sheerly away into the depths. Far below he saw the faint 
sheen of foaming water. 


“Sure hope Parker packed the chute okay,” he murmured. “But I guess it’s 
neck or nothing.” 


He leapt outwards, thrusting himself well away from the wall, tumbled over 
and plummeted down, pulling the rip cord. 


It seemed an eternity before anything happened. Then the parachute was 
rushing out, billowing above him, and he was floating down into the gloom. 


Scott landed in a clump of scrub, disentangled himself from the harness and 
hurried down the gorge to where Lady Penelope and Parker were waiting. 


He’d just finished telling them what had happened, when from up the gorge 
there came an ominous rumbling. Then flame erupted above the rim and 
red-tinged smoke mushroomed upwards. 


“A brave bloke that Doc Bogard,” Parker said. “’Ope ’e got clear in time.” 


“Tt’s my hunch he didn’t intend to,” Scott said soberly. “When he told me he 
had another way out, I reckon that was what he meant.” 


“Look!” exclaimed Lady Penelope, pointing up beyond the other rim of the 
gorge. 


Climbing into the darkening sky was a column of rocket flame. 


“Space ship away,” Scott said with relief. “Well, I guess that just about ties 
everything up, folks. Let’s go! I can just about squeeze you into the cabin 
with me, if you don’t mind a little discomfort.” Lady Penelope smiled. 
“After what I’ve been through, this trip will seem like a luxury cruise.” 
“You can say that again, m’ lady,” Parker said fervently. 


They left the unconscious monks to recover and took off. As Scott sent 
Thunderbird One hurtling south by east towards the island base he switched 


on the radio. 


“International Rescue from Thunderbird One. Returning to base. 
Assignment completed.” 


“Thunderbird One from base,” replied Grandma’s voice. “Good for you, 
Scott. Alan just checked in to say everything’s okay his end. He’ll orbit 
once before touching down.” 


“Sure looks like being a dead heat, Grandma!” Scott laughed. “You’d better 
warm up those apple pies.” 


“You’ll be lucky! Your pa got so darn hungry working on Thunderbird Two 
that he scoffed the lot.” 
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